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Introduction

I like to think this is a book your grandmother could have given you. Chock-full of tips, recipes, and remedies, this book is her hand held out, sharing what in her day felt ordinary but seems extraordinary today. Of course, she didn’t write this book—she lived it. As for me, I had to learn it first, then live it, and only then start to write it down, all while striving for a simple, slow, sustainable life in line with the principles of zero-waste.

If you’re new to zero-waste, in a nutshell it’s a growing movement to reduce what you consume and throw away. There’s a bit of a misconception about what zero-waste means, with stories and photos of people fitting five years of trash in a pint-size jar. What’s often not shown is the long and arduous process of stumbling, experimenting, and learning that got them there. Zero-waste is a process, not an event—much more about trying for zero than being at zero. In fact, most proponents of zero-waste acknowledge that generating absolutely no waste is all but impossible. Instead, they recommend doing what makes sense for you and what you feel you can sustain, getting as close to zero as you can and following—in order—the 5Rs of zero-waste: refuse, reduce, reuse, recycle, and rot (or compost).

Now, a word about recycling. It’s by far the most common approach, but also the most misleading. If you were to peek into the average American kitchen or bathroom, you’d be hard-pressed to find anything not wrapped with, bottled in, or made of plastic. What may surprise you is that only 9 percent of that plastic gets recycled, with the rest dumped in landfills, oceans, or incinerators, releasing harmful toxins into the environment. Unlike glass or metal, plastic cannot be recycled indefinitely. Instead, most plastics are downcycled a handful of times before becoming so degraded they can’t be reused again. At that point, there’s no choice but to throw them away. As materials go, plastic is cheap to make, easy to use, and often a real challenge to avoid. But minimizing your use of plastics, rather than relying on recycling, is one of the best ways to reduce your waste and your impact on the earth.

Fundamentally, starting your pursuit of zero-waste means looking carefully at how you consume and what kinds of waste that produces. Everyone’s different, but even a cursory audit of your consumption habits ought to reveal opportunities to cut back on waste.

It also sometimes helps to put your habits in a broader context, which to me means asking whether you’re part of the linear economy or the circular economy. Most of our economy is still a linear economy, where resources are extracted, processed, consumed, and discarded. Take a paper coffee cup—there’s a straight line running from a tree in the forest through the paper mill, the manufacturing plant, the coffee shop, your hand, the trash can, and a landfill.


There’s nothing sustainable about a linear economy. At some point, we’ll either run out of trees or space in the landfill or both. And even where forests are replanted, most often we’re replacing old-growth forests and all their rich biodiversity with tree plantations that at best comprise just a few species of trees.

In a circular economy, we’re still extracting at least some of our resources, though with a bit more thought and a lot more care. For example, there are ways to manage certain types of resource extraction so they align more with natural cycles of regeneration. And once extracted, resources can be processed and utilized in a way that anticipates value in a product even after it has been used by a consumer, at which point it can be repurposed, reused, remanufactured, or otherwise refurbished. In a circular economy, we avoid creating waste (and minimize what little waste we do produce) by keeping things continually in use, in one form or another.

A great deal of the circular economy is accomplished by smarter designs, innovative materials, technological advances, and radically different business models. But there’s a lot—and I mean a lot— you can do in your own home, often by looking back to a time when the demands of feeding a family of four were no different than they are today, but with no fancy supermarkets or big box stores down the road or fast and easy take-out or delivery options a phone call away.

This is why, for me, zero-waste has been about so much more than just avoiding trash or preventing waste. It’s been about changing my mindset, developing an inner resourcefulness, and creating deep, meaningful connections to the natural world, my ancestors, my food, my health, and my community. The recipes and tips in this book reflect those values every bit as much as they offer ways for individuals to reduce their personal waste while demanding responsibility from businesses and governments.

My first encounter with zero-waste was in Africa, nearly twenty years ago. I was serving in the Peace Corps and living in a remote village in the West African country of Guinea. Rural, roadless, and entirely off the grid, life in my village was resolutely zero-waste—mostly because there was so very little to waste in the first place. Practically everything was made by hand, often from materials drawn directly from the natural world. Manufactured goods that did find their way to the village, once they’d fulfilled their intended function, were repurposed and reused, usually until they had nearly disintegrated from so much wear and tear. Nothing, it seemed, was ever thrown away.

Zero-waste popped up again in my life about a decade later, not long after my first child was born. I found myself dealing with a litany of health issues, and to help me get better I turned to a wide range of holistic treatments. I sought to recover my health by following many of the same slow, simple rhythms of being and of making I had witnessed in Africa or remembered from my grandmother’s kitchen. So many of the ideas, recipes, and remedies in this book reflect those old ways of living as much as they involve modern nutrition and natural medicines.


Around this time, I also became exceedingly conscious of our material possessions. I’d like to say it happened because I was a naturally mindful person. But what woke me up was having to move three times in eight years, once across town and twice across the country. Nothing beats having to sort through every single item you own, wrap it in tissue, pack it into boxes, lug it onto trucks, and then haul it inside, unpack it, and organize it all over again. You can only do this so many times with something (or really, most things) before you’re convinced you’ll be happier without it. With each move, I got rid of nearly two-thirds of our possessions until all that was left was what we truly needed. If stuff begets stuff, the concept works just as well in reverse. Getting rid of some things made it easier to get rid of other things, so much so that living with less stuff and consuming more mindfully became a way of life. I think novelist Pico Iyer said it best: “Luxury is not a matter of all the things you have, but rather all the things you can afford to live without.”

In the midst of working on my health and paring down our possessions, I also became interested in the old ways of doing things, which translated to learning a lot of new skills. I learned to cook from scratch, bake my own bread, and prepare foods in traditional ways. I made rich bone broths, butter, yogurt, and cheese. I canned fruits and veggies and fermented anything I could fit into a glass jar. I taught myself to knit and crochet, sew (a little), and clean the old-fashioned way (a lot). I cloth-diapered my babies, hung a clothesline in my backyard, planted a veggie garden, and set up a composting system. I experimented with making my own bath and body products, learned how to make remedies from herbs, adopted some basic waste-free shopping habits, and practiced shopping secondhand until it became second nature. Of course, none of this happened overnight. And not all of it stuck. Really, I just tried to follow my interests and experiment with whatever piqued my curiosity—taking little steps here and there, using what I had, doing what I could. It’s remarkable how much joy can be found in making even one small simple change.

With almost everything I did, I sought out the wisdom rooted in traditional cultures and, especially, the habits and practices of my grandparents. Of course, what we call simple, natural, nontoxic, organic living, my grandparents just called life. What were everyday tasks for them were new endeavors for me. I do appreciate the comforts many of us enjoy from this past century of progress. But I’m equally aware of what we traded away for the conveniences of modern life. A lot of us will never know the practical hardships faced by those who lived a hundred years ago. But a lot of them never knew the social, emotional, and spiritual hardships that today grow only more acute as technological advances move us farther away from our food, our communities, and maybe even ourselves. I don’t advocate turning your back on the world. But I do think there’s no better way to enrich your life than learning about the way things used to be and weaving into your daily routine at least a few time-honored practices and traditions whose simplicity and charm nourish the mind, body, and spirit.


This isn’t just about going retro, either. It’s also good for the environment—the way we used to do things was far more gentle on the earth. I am astounded, and more than a little concerned, by how much plastic waste has found its way into virtually every place on the planet, from the top of Mount Everest to the depths of the Mariana Trench. Each year, around 8 million tons of plastic wind up in the ocean, and global plastic production is expected to double by 2050. Many plastics take around 450 years to break down, with microscopic plastic particles accumulating in ecosystems and across the food chain. Already, at least half the world’s sea turtles and around 90 percent of the world’s seabirds have been found to have ingested some form of plastic. By midcentury, the amount of plastic in the ocean is expected to outweigh the amount of fish. For me, this means the care I put into our household isn’t just about finding nifty substitutes for single-use packaging and trying to get to that pint-size jar of trash at year’s end. Learning some of the old ways and striving for zero-waste is how I live my values and do my part for future generations.

Of course, when it comes to the many environmental challenges facing the planet—air and water pollution, climate change, deforestation, species loss, and so on—it will take vision and leadership from governments, international organizations, and even the private sector to drive meaningful change at a global scale. I can see how tempting it is to think: “What good will it do if I cut way back on my trash when everyone else around me isn’t doing a thing?” But our individual choices do matter. Maybe not in a strictly numerical sense, in terms of tons of plastic or parts per million of atmospheric carbon dioxide. But when enough people start making the same kinds of choices, markets, politicians, and even laws tend to follow along. Personally, the choices I make every day make me feel good. I draw inspiration and energy from trying to make my little part of the world a better, healthier, more beautiful, and more sustainable place.

It is my hope that this book will serve as a bridge between the can-do ethos of generations past and the earth-conscious mindfulness many of us seek to capture and bring into our lives today. It celebrates simplifying, slowing down, working with your hands, making more, buying less, valuing quality over quantity, and living frugally, self-sufficiently, and harmoniously with the natural world. It encourages wasting less and revering the ways our grandparents or, depending on your age, great-grandparents solved all manner of problems—feeding their families, cleaning their clothes, and caring for their bodies, minds, and spirits. It manifests the idea that people can live simply and well.

By the time you’re finished reading this book, you’ll know how to make your own cleaning supplies, natural remedies, and bath and body products. You’ll know how to use simple ingredients, plants from your backyard, and herbs from your garden to clean a grass stain, soothe a headache, and stave off a cold. I can’t promise, but I would wager that learning to make things instead of buying them will give you a new level of self-confidence and a deep and restorative sense of satisfaction. If you’re anything like me, you’ll find at least a glimmer of truth in that old saying happy hands make for happy hearts. Hope you enjoy!
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When I first decided to try for zero-waste, the kitchen was my primary focus: Since so much of our household waste came from food, it seemed a good place to start. To begin, I tried to create a simple, minimalist space that would help me remember to create less waste by consuming (and discarding) less stuff. I took an inventory of our kitchen appliances, gadgets, and dishes and pared them down to the bare essentials. I found I had four whisks, so I thrifted three of them. When I noticed I had a blender, a Vitamix, and a food processor, I downsized to one. I donated my slow cooker and decided that one large soup pot would do. I gave away all but eight spoons, forks, and knives for my family of four and kept two out of five cutting boards.

To reduce waste in the kitchen, I thought a lot about my grandmother’s habits around shopping and storing food, and also turned to countless ideas from the zero-waste community. Seeing my kitchen through that lens, I contemplated ways to refuse what I didn’t need, reduce what I used, reuse or repurpose what I had, and repair and compost what I could. I set a goal to make recycling a last resort.

A lot of this involved simply swapping disposable products for nondisposable ones. I learned to shop with reusable bags, became well acquainted with the bulk section at the grocery store, and started using glass jars and containers for everything—rice, coffee, meat, you name it. I also taught myself ways to store and preserve food to cut back on waste. When berries started to wilt in the refrigerator, I froze them to use later in smoothies; when vegetables looked like they weren’t going to be eaten immediately, I chopped them and turned them into fermented foods that could last for months. Once I had used up all the plastic-handled scrub brushes and disposable sponges I owned, I replaced them with wooden-handled brushes and cloth towels. I got rid of trash can liners and looked for ways to reuse food scraps—or compost them. Finally, when I grew tired of buying staples like hummus and ketchup in plastic containers, I taught myself how to make them from scratch. All told, my family reduced our waste enough to replace our ten-gallon trash can with a one-gallon galvanized mop bucket.

To this day, we still produce trash, and I suspect we always will. Not every food is available in bulk. Even finding apples without those little stickers on them can be a challenge. And when it comes to household items, sometimes buying things without a lot of packaging just isn’t possible. I’m game for making my own apple cider vinegar, but if that little light bulb in the refrigerator burns out, I know that means a trip to the store and probably some plastic packaging that can’t be recycled. Life circumstances sometimes get in the way too—I’m not too proud to admit that there are times when the demands of work and parenting make it all but impossible not to cut corners. In our convenience culture, that often means I end up buying pre-cooked meals in plastic containers or prepared snacks in single-use wrappers. I do what I can and give it my best, remembering that living sustainably has to feel sustainable. In this chapter, I hope you’ll find ideas and support for reducing waste in the kitchen, while remembering to be gentle with yourself. As John Steinbeck wrote in East of Eden, “Now that you don’t have to be perfect, you can be good.”







Zero-Waste Kitchen Swaps

One of the best ways to reduce waste in the kitchen is to swap disposable items for reusable ones. But before you start tossing out all your old things, remember that zero-waste is ultimately about using fewer resources and buying less stuff. Think about how your grandparents would have solved a problem or met a need, particularly while living by the motto “use it up, wear it out, make it do, or do without.” Don’t be fooled into thinking that you need to buy your way to a simpler, more sustainable lifestyle. Instead, use up disposables and plastics until they no longer serve their purpose and then replace them with a more sustainable option. If you can find an item secondhand—terrific! If you can use a reusable item for multiple purposes—even better! A mason jar, for example, can serve as a drinking glass, water bottle, storage jar, or to-go container. Ultimately, you get to decide what you need. Here are a few ideas to help you brainstorm.



Low-Waste Grocery Shopping

Grocery shopping presents a significant opportunity for reducing waste. There are rolls of plastic bags waiting to be used in the produce and bulk shopping aisles, and the cashier almost always insists on bagging already-packaged meat, poultry, and fish in an extra plastic bag. Many grocery stores still use plastic bags at checkout. In the United States alone, 100 billion plastic bags are produced and used each year, and only 1 percent of those bags get properly recycled. Most items in a grocery store come in some form of disposable packaging, whether it be berry cartons, yogurt cups, or plastic shampoo bottles. Everything is packaged for convenience—even vegetables can be found chopped, prewashed, and packaged in plastic bags and shrink-wrapped containers. Although you likely can’t achieve zero landfill waste, with a bit of preparation, planning, and organization, you can significantly reduce your shopping footprint. Here are a few tips to support low-waste shopping:

Eat real food. Shop the periphery of the supermarket, where you’ll find fresh produce, meat, and fish, foods our grandmothers would have recognized. This is real food, and it’s typically better for your health and usually far away from the packaged and processed foods stocked in the middle aisles. Focus on buying produce that is fresh, unpackaged, and, whenever possible, in season and locally sourced.




	Instead of
	Choose



	Plastic trash bags
	(See Newspaper bin liners) or brown paper bags



	Single-use plastic shopping bags
	Reusable cloth shopping bags



	Single-use produce and bulk bags
	Reusable cotton produce and bulk bags



	Plastic bread bags
	Reusable cotton bread bags (or pillowcases)



	Disposable paper towels
	“Unpaper towels”—reusable cloth towels or rags



	Disposable napkins
	Reusable cloth napkins



	Microfiber cloths (contain plastic)
	Cotton or hemp rags, bar mop towels



	Plastic scrub brushes
	Wooden, compostable scrub brushes



	Disposable sponges
	Biodegradable sponges, loofah pads, Swedish towels



	Plastic food storage containers, disposable take-out containers
	Glass or stainless steel containers, mason jars



	Disposable coffee cups/mugs
	Reusable coffee cups/mugs



	Disposable water bottles
	Water filter and reusable water bottles, mason jars



	Disposable plastic straws
	Stainless steel, glass, or bamboo straws



	Disposable cutlery
	Stainless steel or bamboo cutlery



	Plastic cooking utensils
	Wooden or stainless steel utensils



	Plastic-packaged liquid dish soap
	Package-free bar soap (castile or savon de Marseilles)



	Commercial cleaning supplies
	Homemade, nontoxic cleaning supplies (see Natural Cleaning Supplies)



	Single-use plastic wrap, single-use aluminum foil
	Beeswax food wraps, cloth container covers



	Single-use parchment paper
	Compostable parchment paper, silicone baking mats



	Plastic sandwich or storage bags
	Reusable storage bags (silicone or cloth)



	Plastic lunchboxes or bento boxes
	Stainless steel lunch boxes



	Plastic ice trays and ice pop molds
	Stainless steel or silicone ice trays and ice pop molds



	Single-use muffin liners
	Silicone or compostable parchment muffin liners



	Single-use spice containers
	Reusable jars and bulk spices



	Single-use tea bags
	Reusable tea infuser and bulk tea



	Disposable coffee pods
	French press or coffee maker and reusable coffee filters



	Teflon cookware
	Cast-iron cookware



	Plastic cutting boards
	Wooden cutting boards



	Disposable gloves
	Compostable rubber gloves



	Plastic lighter
	Wooden matches





Invest in and shop with cloth bags, glass jars, or other reusable containers. Buy some good-quality reusable bags for produce, bread, and bulk items (or see Reusable Drawstring Bags to make your own drawstring bags). Lightweight mesh and cotton bags are ideal for shopping for fresh produce and many dried bulk foods. You’ll also want a supply of glass jars, stainless containers with lids, or Tupperware for foods that can’t be carried in cloth bags, such as ground coffee, meat, and salad bar items. To prevent paying extra for using your own bags and containers, be sure to let the cashier know the container’s “tare” (weight when empty). To find the tare, ask the clerk at customer service to weigh the container for you before you fill it. They can either write the weight on the bottom of the container using a wax pencil or you can record the weight in a notebook or the notes section of your phone. Then this amount can be subtracted from the final weight at checkout. Although this might sound complicated, cashiers already know to do this when customers use the store’s containers at the salad/soup bar or bulk aisle.

Shop bulk bins for dried foods. As much as possible, buy from the bulk bins to avoid unnecessary food packaging. Foods commonly available in bulk bins include grains, nuts, dried beans, seeds, cereals, pretzels, trail mix, dried fruits, and chocolate. If you’re lucky, you may even have access to bulk items like vinegar, soy sauce, olive oil, laundry soap, shampoo, and conditioner. In my experience, stores like Whole Foods, Earth Fare, Bulk Barn, Sprouts, and local independent food co-ops usually have well-stocked bulk bins and support zero-waste shopping. Record each bulk item’s price look-up (PLU) code using a wax pencil or in the notes section on your phone; this is what the cashier uses to ring up each item. If you become a regular zero-waste shopper, you’ll have a running list of numbers of foods you often buy in bulk. You may even have them memorized after a few months.

Buy unpackaged fruits and vegetables. Avoid produce packaged in single-use bags and cartons and opt instead for loose fruits and vegetables. If you run out of cloth produce bags, place produce loose in your cart. While this may not work for a pound of loose mushrooms or green beans, it’s certainly possible for produce like bananas, melons, broccoli, cucumbers, lettuce, oranges, and apples. In most cases, using individual plastic bags to shop for produce is a habit more than a necessity.

Buy fresh baked goods using your own bags. Instead of buying packaged breads and pastries, buy them fresh from the bakery using a reusable cloth bread bag. If you don’t have a bread bag, a small clean pillowcase works well, too. You can either buy the bread whole or ask for it to be sliced.


Buy cheese from the cheese counter using your own container. Avoid prepackaged cheese and instead shop at the grocery store’s cheese counter. Ask to have a wedge cut off a cheese wheel and placed directly in your reusable container. You’ll be given a very sticky price sticker—if you don’t want to spend a lot of time washing and peeling it off the container, ask if you can carry it in your pocket and present it at checkout.

Buy olives from the olive bar using your own container. In recent years, several chain grocery stores have installed olive bars stocked with everything from cheese-filled peppers to pickled okra, grilled artichokes, cornichons, and garlic-stuffed olives. Use your own container to shop at olive bars. Just tare your jar at customer service and then fill it up. There’s no need to write a PLU number, as most stores use a single PLU for foods bought at salad, hot, or olive bars.

Buy coffee fresh from the coffee bins using your own bag or glass jar. If your grocery store has a coffee counter, you can skip buying coffee in plastic or paper bags. You can buy whole beans or, if you prefer ground coffee, there’s often a coffee grinder onsite. In my experience, there isn’t a scale at the coffee counter, so you’ll need to tare your coffee jar at customer service ahead of time. I recommend using a glass jar, but a reusable cotton bag works fine too—you’ll just need to wash it afterward.

Buy meat using your own container (if your store will allow it). Since there’s always a scale at the meat counter, the butcher can easily tare your container before placing fish, chicken, or poultry in it. As with cheese, if you don’t want the price sticker placed on your container (they’re very hard to remove), ask the butcher to hand it to you so you can present it to the cashier at checkout.

If buying packaged food, avoid plastic and opt for recyclable materials. If you must buy packaged foods, buy products packaged in recyclable materials. Recycling paper, glass, and metal is a complete cycle, while plastic generally is not. The stark reality is that more than 90 percent of plastic goes straight to a landfill. The best one can hope for with the remaining 10 percent is that it gets downcycled—turned into low-quality material such as doormats, textiles, and plastic lumber. After one round of being downcycled, these products usually end up in a landfill.

Buy unpackaged soap. Check the bath and body section of your grocery store to see if they sell bulk and/or unpackaged soap. Some stores even sell liquid soap, shampoo, and conditioner in bulk. Bring your own tared glass jar for the liquid soaps and a reusable cloth bag for bar soap.


Buy eco-friendly household goods. Buy toilet paper packaged in paper rather than plastic. If you can’t find it locally, consider buying it online and in bulk. Ditch paper towels and invest in reusable cloths instead. Buy parchment paper, sandwich bags, and muffin cups made from compostable paper, such as the kind sold by brands like If You Care. Switch out plastic wrap and aluminum foil for beeswax wrap and reusable glass containers. Unless you make your own dish or laundry detergent (see recipes), consider buying detergents packaged in cardboard boxes rather than plastic. If you do buy plastic, buy the largest size.

Refuse a receipt or request a paperless copy. Refuse receipts by either asking that one not be printed or having it emailed to you, if possible.

Create a zero-waste shopping kit. Keep a shopping kit in your car or on a hook by the door. Include items such as reusable shopping, produce, bulk, and bread bags, as well as glass jars, stainless steel storage containers, a reusable coffee mug, a reusable water bottle, cloth napkins, reusable cutlery, and a stainless steel straw.

Shop at stores that support zero-waste. In addition to zero-waste grocery stores popping up around the country, small, local, independent stores and cooperatives are often more flexible and willing to support shopping “out of the box” by letting customers use their own containers. Farmers’ markets and CSAs are good options as well. And by shopping locally and seasonally, we also reduce invisible forms of waste, such as the energy spent on production, processing, and transportation. Not everyone has access to stores that offer foods and goods in bulk; if you do, do your best to support them. The website www.litterless.com has a list by state of stores that allow you to purchase staples in your own containers.

Build relationships with grocers, farmers, and clerks. Author Michael Pollan calls this shaking the hand that feeds you. Whether you’re shopping at grocery stores or farmers’ markets, zero-waste food shopping presents a great opportunity to build relationships with grocers, farmers, and store clerks in your community. Depending on where you live, you could be the norm or the outlier when it comes to your specific shopping routine and style. If you are an outlier, you may have to explain why you want to use your own container for cheese and pastries. If you can keep the tone light and friendly, you might be surprised at how willing people are to help you get what you want. As my mother-in-law says, diplomacy is the fine art of letting others get your way.
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Reusable Drawstring Bags

One of the easiest ways to reduce disposable waste in the kitchen is to replace plastic shopping bags with reusable ones. You can either buy cloth bags or—if you have beginner sewing skills—you can make them yourself. I make these simple drawstring bags for purchasing dried goods in bulk. While muslin is an ideal material, you can also repurpose old, lightweight pillowcases or sheets if you have them.

Most bags sold today have a label with the tare (see empty weight) sewn conveniently into the seam. If you make your own bags, I suggest taking them to the customer service desk at your grocery store and asking them to weigh them for you. You can either write the tare on the bag with a permanent marker or record it in the notes section of your phone. If they’re all made from the same fabric and are about the same size, you’ll just need to remember one tare, which will make checkout swift and easy.



Materials


	Cotton muslin fabric

	Iron

	Measuring tape

	Scissors

	Sewing machine

	Thread

	5 feet of cord

	Safety pin



Directions

1. Wash, dry, and iron the fabric.

2. For a large bag, cut an 11-by-29-inch rectangle. For a medium-size bag, cut a 9-by-25-inch rectangle.

3. Mark ½ inch from the top and bottom (short) ends of the fabric. Fold the fabric along these marks, iron it in place, and sew. These will be hems.


4. Mark 1 inch from both hemmed short ends, fold the fabric over, iron it in place, and sew. These will be the casings for the drawstring.

5. Fold the fabric in half, bringing the short edges together, with the right sides facing and the hems facing out. Press along the fold.

6. Stitch all the way around the bag, leaving a ½-inch seam allowance. Be sure to start and stop below the top casing you created for the drawstring.

7. Turn the bag right side out.

8. Cut two pieces of cord, each double the width of your bag plus 8 inches. The length of cord for the large bag would be 30 inches. The length of cord for the medium-size bag would be 26 inches.

9. Attach a safety pin to the end of one piece of cord. Starting on one side, thread it through both casings until it comes out the same side it started.

10. Attach a safety pin to the other piece of cord and feed it through the same casings but in the opposite direction (starting and ending on the other side).

11. Tie the loose ends of the cord on each side together. Pull on each side to cinch your bag together.





Homemade Beeswax Wraps

Beeswax wraps hit the market a few years ago, providing a brilliant and sustainable alternative to disposable plastic wrap and aluminum foil. If you’ve used them, you know they’re essentially a piece of beeswax-infused cloth you can shape and mold around food. They can be used to cover bowls and dishes, insulate rising bread, store halves of fruits and veggies, and wrap sandwiches. The wax coating protects food from moisture while still allowing it to breathe. As with produce bags, you can either buy them or make them yourself. See Homemade Beeswax Minis for more information on buying and working with beeswax.

Makes: 3 wraps, sizes small, medium, and large



Materials


	100% cotton fabric

	Iron

	Scissors or pinking shears

	Measuring tape

	¼ cup powdered pine resin

	¼ cup grated beeswax

	4 teaspoons jojoba oil

	Dedicated paintbrush

	Baking sheet

	Compostable parchment paper

	Kitchen tongs

	Used newspapers

	Clothespins and clothes drying rack



Directions

1. Wash, dry, and iron the fabric. Cut out 3 squares: 8 by 8 inches, 11 by 11 inches, and 14 by 14 inches. For a neat edge, and to prevent fraying, you can use pinking shears, although it’s not necessary.

2. Preheat the oven to 225°F.

3. In a bowl, combine the pine resin, beeswax, and jojoba oil.

4. Line a baking sheet with compostable parchment paper and place one fabric square on it. Sprinkle about one-third of the wax mixture evenly all over the fabric.

5. Bake for 10 to 12 minutes, until the wax mixture has melted.

6. Remove the baking sheet from the oven and brush the beeswax mixture evenly over the fabric. (The beeswax will stick to the brush, so be sure to use something you don’t mind reserving for future beeswax projects.)

7. Pop the baking sheet back in the oven for a couple of minutes to allow the wax to melt evenly.

8. Remove the baking sheet from the oven. Lift the fabric with kitchen tongs and allow excess beeswax to drip onto the parchment paper. With newspapers underneath to catch any drips, use clothespins to hang the beeswax wrap on the drying rack to dry and cool.

9. Repeat with the remaining fabric squares.

To use  Use the pressure and warmth of your hands to mold the wrap around food and containers. To clean, hand-wash in cold water with mild soap. Hang over a dish rack to dry. Once the wraps are worn out, make a new set and toss the old ones in the compost heap.
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Reusable Cloth Container Covers

As an alternative to aluminum foil, plastic wrap, and wax paper, cloth container covers keep consumables protected and contaminant-free. They’re also an ideal way to repurpose old fabric scraps. I like to make them in different sizes—small ones make great mason jar covers, while larger ones can be used to cover bowls, pots, or crocks. If you’re wondering if they’re easy to clean, the answer is yes, yes, yes! If they’re not too dirty, you can hand-wash them in the sink; otherwise, just toss them into the washing machine, wash on cold, and let them air-dry.



Materials


	100% cotton scrap fabric

	Iron

	Bowl or jar

	Ruler

	Marking pencil

	Scissors

	Sewing pins

	Sewing machine

	¼-inch-wide elastic cording

	Safety pin



Directions

1. Wash, dry, and iron the fabric. Lay the fabric flat on a table.

2. Choose the bowl or jar you want to make a cover for and lay it upside down on top of the fabric.

3. Mark a circle around the bowl approximately 2 inches wider than the circumference of the bowl. Cut out the circle.

4. Fold the edges of the fabric over approximately 1 inch to the wrong side of the fabric. This will form the casing for the elastic. As you fold it over, the casing will naturally form creases.

5. Pin the casing for sewing, being sure to include the creases. Iron the fold to make it easier to sew.

6. Using a straight stitch, sew along the border of the casing. Sew as close as possible to the edge of the fabric, leaving a 1- to 2-inch unstitched opening for the elastic.

7. To determine the length of the elastic, measure around the outside of the bowl 1 inch down from the lip of the bowl. Cut the elastic to length.

8. Attach a safety pin to one end of the elastic. Feed it through the casing, starting on one side of the opening.

9. Once you’ve pulled the elastic through the casing, overlap the elastic ends by approximately ¼ inch and sew them together 4 or 5 times.

10. Sew up the opening of the bowl cover and trim the excess thread.
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Making and Tying Furoshiki Cloths

Furoshiki is the Japanese art of wrapping and transporting objects. Not only does it offer a versatile and waste-free alternative to using disposable bags for carrying food, bottles, and other items, it’s also a simple and sustainable way to wrap a gift. All that’s needed is a square piece of cloth with finished edges. Beyond that, furoshiki cloths come in a wide range of sizes, materials, and patterns and can be tied in myriad ways using simple knots and folds. They’re easy to make, but perhaps what I love most about furoshiki is that depending on what you need to wrap, you may be able to repurpose fabric scraps, old sheets, and other “knottable” fabric you can find in your personal fabric stash or local secondhand shop. To make a furoshiki cloth, simply cut your fabric into a square (the most popular size is 17 by 17 inches), finish the edges with your sewing machine or a pair of pinking shears, iron the finished cloth, and tie it according to one of the techniques below.

Basic wrap


[image: ]

1. Place the object you want to wrap in the center of the furoshiki cloth.

2. Bring two opposite corners of the square to the center and tie in a knot.

3. Bring the remaining two opposite corners to the center and tie them in a knot above the first knot.


Bottle wrap
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1. Stand a bottle in the center of the furoshiki cloth.

2. Bring two opposite corners of the square together above the bottle and
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