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Part I
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EVOLUTION 
OF A WORKING 
CLASS FOODIE


Chapter One

My Quest to Eat Well on a Tight Budget

After my freshman year of college, I vowed never to touch processed food again. I moved to an apartment-style dorm with a kitchen in Union Square. My mom armed me with a heavy-duty Dutch oven and I spent a few dollars on a used skillet at a flea market. There was a Food Emporium supermarket across the park from my dorm, but I quickly learned that the produce sold there was no better than the mealy apples and oranges from my freshman dorm. I tried instant ramen for the first time and found that, even for 15¢ a package, I couldn’t bear to eat it. At the same time, it slowly dawned on me that on my Spartan working class budget, my fresh food options would be as dismal as the offerings on my old freshman meal plan. If I wanted to eat good food—fresh vegetables, whole grains, meat that wasn’t vacuum-packed in Styrofoam to achieve an unnaturally long shelf life—I would have to learn not only how to cook and how to budget but also how to approach both from a new, creative angle.

One morning, I stepped out of the apartment and saw that Union Square Park had become a tent city. Jostling through the crowds, I allowed the flow of foot traffic to sweep me under one of the tents and found myself surrounded by dusky red, tannic green, and hazy, yellow-freckled pink apples—varieties I never knew existed. I was in the heart of the Union Square Greenmarket. I fingered the $1.50 in change in my pocket and checked it against the acidic ache of hunger in my stomach. The apples smelled lightly of grass and honey, their skins dusty and unwaxed. I grabbed three apples, each from a bin labeled with an unfamiliar name, and approached the cashier. He weighed my apples without caring that one was a Mutsu and one a Pink Lady and one a Fuji. He gave me my apples and my change—75¢.

Everything, suddenly, had changed. I could get three different kinds of apples, each crisp and plump, for less than one mealy, tasteless Red Delicious at the supermarket or in the dining hall. High-quality ingredients were literally right outside my door—and well within my meager price range. I learned that carrots can be purple, that the four or five varieties of radish tasted as different as they looked, that the grass-fed beef was so evenly marbled because it wasn’t bulked up on extra fat at the end of its life, the way commercially raised meat is.

Buying my food directly from the farmers who grew it also changed my beginner cooking skills in the kitchen. I learned how much of the woody ribs on the black-soil Tuscan kale would have to be removed before steaming, and to save those ribs for making a better vegetable stock than could ever be found in a grocery store; I learned that red-skinned potatoes coated in butter and chives made a whole meal for a single dollar. But, in the end, I realized that instead of spending at least $20 a week on food, as I had originally budgeted, I could eat fourteen sparse but solid meals a week for about $8. Real local, seasonal, and where possible organic food was affordable, and it was delicious.

Being young, hungry, and broke didn’t end after college—and neither did the weekly farmers’ market haul. When my boyfriend, Kit, and I moved to an overpriced apartment on the overpriced Upper East Side, we gravitated to the small weekly farmers’ market a quarter mile away: Just like in college, the market’s produce, fish, and meat were cheaper and better quality than the food at the supermarket closer to our apartment. Too broke to afford to eat in any of the high-profile restaurants we followed obsessively online and in magazines, we did our best to re-create the dishes at home in our tiny galley kitchen. We attempted to chronicle our cooking on a food blog, but after a long day at work, the gym, walking the dog, cooking, eating, and doing the dishes, we were too tired to take good photos of the food or write eloquently about the meal. The food blog faltered and burned out almost as quickly as it started.

Out of the ashes of the food blog, though, rose Working Class Foodies. Kit had started to chronicle our farmers’ market forays and cooking on camera, and, with the help of Next New Networks (now the YouTube Next Lab) and, most of all, our friend and Next New producer Kathleen Grace, we turned our food philosophy-turned-lifestyle into a weekly series. With my brother, Max, and later our friend Chef Brendan McDermott as cohosts, we’ve shared our “young, hungry, and broke” guide to shopping, cooking, and eating with millions of people around the world, hopefully inspiring all of them—and now you—to be working class foodies too.
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Chapter Two

How to Be a Working Class Foodie

With a little planning ahead and a stocked pantry (more on this on page 17), two people can easily eat good food for a week for $30 to $40 a person.

If you’ve always shopped at the supermarket, or never tried gardening, or are maybe even new to using your kitchen for more than heating up a TV dinner, this list may seem daunting to you. But once you get in the habit of approaching food this way, you’ll feel healthier and more connected to the food on your plate.

How to Shop Like a Working Class Foodie

Shop at farmers’ markets. The USDA keeps a database of national farmers’ markets—including which ones accept alternative payments like the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)—at search.ams.usda.gov/farmersmarkets/default.aspx.

Shop early in the morning or late in the day. These are the times when you can get the best deals. When shopping at the Greenmarket in New York, I learned that early in the morning I could eavesdrop on the restaurant scouts buying whole flats of shishito peppers and what a shishito was and what I could do with it. I also learned that the best deals could be had at the end of the day when the farmers were packing up their stand and would gladly sell me two pounds of snap peas for the one-pound price.

Do a lap around the market before you commit to buying anything. The first few times I ventured to the farmers’ market, I wiped out my wallet within the first couple of stalls. I let myself be overwhelmed by the bounty facing me—multicolor carrots, five or six varieties of tomatoes, potatoes ranging from the size of your pinkie finger to a softball, and pears that ranged far beyond the supermarket descriptors of “mealy” and “not mealy”—all of which tasted as different as they looked. It’s easy to get carried away, but resist the urge to thrust your cash in the face of the first farmer hawking heirlooms. The farmer next to him might have a better price. Slowly but surely, just like me you will learn how to shop not just for your wallet but for the season, for your kitchen, your tastes, and your schedule too.

Talk to the farmers. They can tell you how each variety of produce should look, feel, and smell at its peak, which will help you pick out produce that’s neither underripe nor overripe but ready for you to take home and cook that night. Better yet, ask them what they plan to have at market next week and the week after, and you can plan your meals and budget accordingly. Hands down, farmers are the best resource you can have when it comes to how and when to buy your produce.

Better yet, befriend the farmers. Bring your favorite farmer a hot coffee in winter or an iced tea in summer. Get to know them a little—and give them a chance to get to know you—and eventually you may find them slipping an extra heirloom tomato into your bag or holding aside a few donut peaches for you. Getting to know the person or people who spend their lives growing and cultivating your food will help you better appreciate what you eat—and the money you spend on it.

Shop with the seasons. When you’ve spent a lifetime eating fruits and vegetables regardless of season, I promise you there’s nothing more life-changing than biting into the first Jersey peach of the year, juice dripping down your arm. That is the beauty of eating seasonally: Food, like love, is better after a little time off. Skinny, delicate New York asparagus in June will always taste better, fresher, and healthier than thick-stalked Peruvian asparagus in December.


Don’t know what’s in season? The U.S. Department of Agriculture website has a great seasonal foods guide. There are also great apps like Seasons and Fresh Fruit that will show you which foods are in season in your area. And, of course, you can always just ask the farmers themselves, who will know best of all when you can expect your corn, kale, plums, and raspberries to appear.



Keep a few things on your regular shopping list. A good list to start from: Eggs, waxy potatoes, a 3- to 4-pound chicken, fresh milk, your favorite seasonal vegetable(s) and fruit(s). Having a list or a strategy to work from will keep you from overspending or getting overwhelmed by all the new choices every week at the market.

Sign up for a Community Supported Agriculture share. In a CSA a farmer or a group of farmers sell advance “shares,” or subscriptions, to their produce or products. CSA memberships often offer a few different price levels based on the amount and variety of produce you sign up for as well as discounted or subsidized shares for low-income households. Often membership in a CSA will require a few hours of volunteer work either at the farm helping to pick the produce or at the CSA’s stand or distribution center sorting and handing out shares to other members.

While the cost of joining a CSA—generally anywhere from $80 to $300, depending on the quantity of your share, your household size, and income level—can seem steep, the benefits of joining a CSA are almost innumerable: You get ultra-fresh produce, often picked that morning; an intimate knowledge of where the food comes from and even how it’s grown; an introduction to new foods you might never try otherwise; and fantastic value for your money. CSAs also directly support local farms: Your up-front payment gives the farmers seed money for the next season’s crops by taking out the overhead and risk of bad weather, poor sales at the farmers’ market, and the cost in time and money of lugging produce to and from the market every week.


Interested in joining a CSA? Want to learn more? Check out localharvest.org and the Rodale Institute, both of which have searchable CSA databases.



Join a co-op. A co-op is a member-owned store that offers produce, groceries, and other products to its members at discount after they pay relatively low dues and/or commit to a set number of volunteer hours to help work the store. Dues and volunteer times will vary from co-op to co-op, but they are well worth the investment for getting a discount on foods and products that are healthy for both you and the environment.

Join a buying club. A buying club is essentially a private CSA made up of your friends, family, and/or coworkers. Members of the club join together to buy in bulk directly from a farmer or distributor and take care of the purchase, transport, and distribution of food themselves. Like a CSA, the farmer gets immediate cash in hand for her labor, and the club participants get a discount on natural, local, organic food. You can ask a farmer at your local market about buying from her privately in bulk or you can go through a co-op or, sometimes, a natural food store.

Get the best out of your food. Long-lasting fruits like apples and pears and vegetables like potatoes, onions, garlic, turnips, parsnips, carrots, and beets can go weeks if stored in a cool, dry place. Dry ingredients like whole spices, flours, grains, lentils, and—to a lesser degree—nuts will also last for a few weeks or even a couple of months if stored in a cool, dry place. For more information check the resources section on page 259.

Buy meat judiciously. Whole steaks are unhealthy for you (high in fat and cholesterol), your wallet, and the environment. Think of meat as more of a seasoning than a main ingredient most of the time: Chop a slice or two of bacon, fry in a dash of oil, and add the bacon to a soup of white beans and escarole. Ditto chorizo with black beans and potato or chickpeas and kale. Buy quality meat in small quantities and you’ll find the taste to be richer and more satisfying than a big hunk of crap meat. You’ll appreciate the flavor of whatever meat you’re cooking with more when it’s spread out across a dish or meal.
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Likewise, experiment with off-cuts like beef tongue and try to get as much use as possible out of every cut you buy. Paying for the bone weight of lamb shanks can actually be cheaper than a butterflied leg of lamb, which factors in the butcher’s time and skill in removing the bone; what’s more, those picked-clean shank bones will be the base of a beautifully rich lamb stock, giving you a whole second use for your money.
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Get the most beef (and pork and lamb) for your buck.

Beef tongue, top blade and top round roast, sirloin tip steak, tri-tip, flank steak, eye of round, beef back ribs and short ribs, ground beef, pork shoulder, pork spare ribs, ham hocks, lamb breast, lamb shoulder, lamb shanks, unboned leg of lamb, lamb tongue, and lamb neck all provide a ton of flavor for relatively low cost.
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WHAT IS PASTURED MEAT 
AND WHY IS IT SO EXPENSIVE?


The typical factory-raised cow is fed eight pounds of grain a day, a huge strain on the environment as well as on the cow’s well-being. By contrast, pastured livestock graze on open farmland—which is usually organic, too. Farmers rotate their herds through different fields throughout the year to keep the symbiotic relationship between animal and environment balanced: Pastured animals get more nutrients, more exercise, and fewer illnesses than their factory feedlot brethren, and the land they graze benefits from natural fertilization (not to mention requiring less farmland and resources dedicated to growing grain to feed the livestock). The meat from pastured animals is generally lower in fat and cholesterol and higher in vitamins and omega-3 and omega-6 fats. Pasturing livestock is more space- and time-consuming for the farmer, thus making this higher-quality meat more costly than conventionally raised meat.



Choose sustainable but affordable seafood. Because seafood is hard to farm and harder to catch, it is, of course, generally pricier per pound than chicken, beef, or pork. This can make it tempting to buy the cheapest fillets or even canned fish, which, generally, are the least healthy, fresh, and environmentally friendly options.

Depending on where you live, though, it is possible to find affordable, healthy, and sustainably caught or raised fish that won’t break your budget. If there’s no fishmonger at your farmers’ market, seek out a fish market or, barring that, the fish counter at your local supermarket. Line-, pole-, troll-, and harpoon-caught are the most environmentally friendly forms of fishing; recirculation tanks and cultured shellfish currently are the most sustainable methods of fish farming.

If you’re willing to test your taste buds, try less popular fish like mackerel and whole sardines. These oilier fish generally need stronger seasoning—think lots of olive oil, lemons, capers, and parsley—but are full of healthy fats and have a lower environmental impact than popular fish like tuna and sea bass. The best resource for fish and shellfish sustainability and environmental impact is MontereyBayAquarium.org/SeafoodWatch.

When you are faced with having to spend a lot of money on fish or meat, remember that quality food will always taste better than high-quantity but cheap food and will stretch a lot further in the long run. It’s all worth it in the end!

Mix and match. This may be the closest thing to a working class foodie motto: Be flexible! When you’re short on money, split your shopping between the farmers’ market, co-op, CSA, a supermarket, or wherever you can get great fresh, local, seasonal, or organic food. You’ll learn through taste, time, and budget what’s worth splurging on and where you can find the most affordable—yet still fresh and tasty—items. Can’t imagine living without hydroponically grown lettuce or that expensive fair-trade, single-origin, organic, cold-pressed, extra virgin olive oil? Balance your budget by baking your own bread, buying apples by the bushel, or growing your own tomatoes.

How to Cook Like a Working Class Foodie

Just cook. We all need to eat, and cooking can be the healthiest, most affordable, and most gratifying way to do so. As M.F.K. Fisher says in How to Cook a Wolf, the goal of cooking is to fill empty bellies, but the joy of cooking is discovering what “you yourself like best,” to dig deeper into your tastes, develop new ones, discover new ingredients and techniques and skills. And cooking doesn’t have to be—and shouldn’t even be—a solitary experience. Whether it’s to help you chop vegetables, clean dishes while you cook, or just to keep your glass of wine full, making cooking social is a great way to better connect with family, roommates, and friends. The trick is to see cooking as not just a necessary part of our lives but a necessary part of ourselves. Cooking is human and personal and can connect us with the world around us as much as it connects us to our loved ones and ourselves.

Manage your time. In basic scientific terms, cooking is the application of energy and time to transform raw ingredients into finished dishes. This applies as much to you, the cook, as it does to your stove, oven, or grill. If you’re going to boil pasta, use the water first to steam broccoli or parboil potatoes. Make kale chips in a preheating oven. Shave sweet zucchinis into a batter of flour and seltzer water and lightly pan-fry while your curds and whey separate into ricotta, then eat your zucchini fritters with a dollop of fresh ricotta while beans slowly simmer in the ricotta’s leftover calcium-fortified whey. Maximize your time in the kitchen and multitask as much as possible; every time you turn on a burner or preheat your oven, get the most out of your time, energy, and money by cooking as many dishes or dish bases as possible. This will not only save you time during the week when work, family, and life in general have taken over your schedule, but it will also help you use all of your fragile produce before it starts to go bad. It might even stop you from reaching for the takeout menu when you get home at night.

Be creative. Be adventurous with your cooking and you’ll save money: Try new vegetables, fruits, and meat. That’s the only way you will learn to cook and become comfortable with your kitchen skills. This was how I learned that carrot greens are mildly sweet and earthy and make for a delicious chimichurri-style dressing (page 102) and that papalo is like a stronger cilantro both in flavor and divisiveness but that it can be great in guacamole, salsas, and cemita sandwiches. These are lessons you’ll never learn from buying packaged food from a supermarket or ordering food through a window.

Know that a well-stocked pantry can go a long way. Your pantry is such an important part of being a working class foodie that it deserves its own section (see page 17). Being a working class foodie means a lot more than buying heirloom tomatoes and pasture-raised chickens; the ingredients in your pantry—from olive oil and flour to jarred tomatoes and honey—are not only time- and money-saving building blocks for hundreds of dishes but can also provide whole meals in themselves in a pinch.

Use everything. Bones and vegetable scraps make stock. Extra strips of pie dough can be balled together, wrapped in plastic, and frozen for future use or sprinkled with cinnamon and sugar to make quick flaky cookies. Even the water from steamed or boiled vegetables can be reused for boiling pasta. Fruit scraps, eggshells, and coffee grinds make compost for your garden—or your neighbor’s garden, your friend’s garden, your farmer’s garden.

Grow your own. Creating a garden is the best way to know where your food comes from. Grow your favorite herbs (easy), vegetables (mostly easy), and fruits (easy, if you’ve got space). Basil, dill, mint, sage, rosemary, thyme, cherry tomatoes, and jalapeño peppers can thrive in a sunny window box almost as easily as in a spacious garden, and leafy vegetables like lettuce, spinach, kale, and chard are some of the easiest ingredients to grow. Do some research on the type of produce that can grow in your area and enjoy the freshest ingredients you can get your hands on. For more information check out the resources section on page 259.

Being a Working Class Foodie Is a Lifestyle

Being a working class foodie is about changing the way you think about food. It’s about defining “good food” as food that is raised and/or grown with care and respect and is as fresh as possible and has a positive impact on the local community and the environment. It’s believing that good food shouldn’t just be available to the upper classes, but to all. That the prepared foods available to us in our daily lives—from public school cafeteria pizza infamously (but somewhat mistakenly) counting as a vegetable to microwave dinners that are bad for the environment (all that packaging!) and for us—are not the best option. We all deserve to eat healthily and well.

And, above all, it’s about firmly believing that the best meals come from fresh ingredients prepared simply and shared with loved ones—even when the loved one is just oneself.

Sample Day as a Working Class Foodie

This can all seem like quite a lot to consider before even heading to the market. How do you apply all of these ideas for shopping, cooking, and even being into your daily life?

If you can, do all your shopping—CSA pickup or farmers’ market, co-op or grocery store, local butcher—in one day. For a household of two, you should be able to shop for the following for no more than $20. Then spend a few uninterrupted hours either that day or the next turning your raw ingredients into the basis for a week’s worth of meals.

Boil a large pot of water with twice as much salt as seems right and steam torn-up kale or chard leaves with whole cloves of garlic. When the greens are done, parboil a pound of small whole potatoes in the pot. Store them in the fridge and either eat them tossed with olive oil and mustard, or smash them down a little in hot oil in a skillet until brown and crisp on the outside and top with a fried egg.

Wash and slice your vegetables, toss them with olive oil, salt, and pepper, and lay them flat on baking sheets. Roast your veggies in big batches, then store them in the fridge once they’ve cooled. This works for almost every type of vegetable. They’re even more delicious cold the next day, tossed with a little extra olive oil and some fresh parsley—or even just straight out of the container.

Any time you fire up the grill, pull out all the vegetables in your fridge and grill them with olive oil, salt, and pepper and store them for salads or sandwiches. Cook up extra proteins, too, whether chicken, steak, or seafood, and use them throughout the week. Toss your leftover herbs or salad greens in the food processor with garlic, olive oil, salt, pepper, a little Parmesan, and your favorite nut. Ta-da: instant homemade pesto for sandwiches, pastas, or as a nice side sauce for almost anything you can make. You can even mix and match: Think about parsley and dill as a pesto for chicken or salmon; chives and arugula for steaks and hamburgers; Thai basil or tarragon and a hot pepper for shrimp, steak, or corn on the cob.


Stock up on French canning jars or Ball jars; they’re about $1 to $2 apiece new, depending on size, and will last a lifetime if properly cared for. Whenever you know you won’t have time to get to a vegetable or fruit before it gets soft, preserve and can it. Make tomato sauce; confit peppers, onions, tomatoes, artichokes; turn peaches and berries into preserves, apples and pears into butter. Boil clean jars and lids to sterilize them, then, when filled, boil them again to seal your food inside. Store unopened in a cool, dry, dim place for months. For extra instructions on pressure canning, check at the National Center for Home Food Preservation website at nchfp.uga.edu.



Anytime you cook with vegetables and fresh herbs, toss the scraps and peels into a saucepan with enough water to cover, a bay leaf, a few peppercorns, and a dash of salt. Simmer until a golden broth forms (anywhere from 30 minutes to 6 hours, depending on how concentrated you want it), then let cool, strain through cheesecloth, and freeze the stock in ice cube trays, plastic containers, or gallon-size freezer bags (for flat storage). When you next need veggie broth—say, to make a more flavorful soup with your beans—toss a big veggie broth ice cube in a pot and slowly melt it before adding reconstituted dried beans.

Proof a packet or 21⁄4 teaspoons of active dry yeast in a cup of warm water with a tablespoon or so each of honey and olive oil. When the cup is domed in froth, mix the contents into a large bowl of flour, some salt, and one raw egg. Knead this into a dough, cover the bowl with plastic wrap, and forget about it for an hour or two while you do something else. Punch the dough down, knead it again, put it back in the bowl, and forget about it for another hour or two. Watch a movie. Go to the gym. Grab a drink with friends. Study. Bake the dough in a lightly oiled Dutch oven or on a baking stone spattered with cornmeal until the dome is golden brown and the bottom sounds hollow when tapped. Now you have fresh bread.

Make a sandwich on your hot, fresh bread with your cold roasted vegetables: Press the veggies down into the bread, drizzle with olive oil and maybe some
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