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Introduction

“You know, the farmers’ market is about much more than farmers selling produce.” Don Bustos, the president of the Santa Fe Farmers’ Market, is speaking to shoppers at the farmers’ market in Santa Fe, on its twenty-fifth anniversary. Other speakers have voiced their praise of the market and hopes for its future, but Don is saying more about what the market is. “The farmers’ market is about protecting our farmland and water; it’s about keeping the farming traditions and cultures in northern New Mexico alive, and it’s also about providing our communities with good food.” Don’s New Mexican accent gives an added emphasis to the last words and there’s urgency in his voice.

Don and I have talked often about the farmers’ market, and we agree that, in addition to being about sales and sustenance, the market is also about culture, regionalism, and having a healthy sense of pride in one’s work and one’s land. It’s also about joy, and it depends on—and creates—healthy rural communities. Don’s experiences as a farmer and mine as a shopper have brought us to the same conclusion, that the scope of the farmers’ markets is enormous. Farmers’ markets are vital to our national health in the deepest sense of the word. They not only supply food that is alive and truly nutritious but are good for our state of mind, too.

Today there are over 4,000 farmers’ markets across the United States, while just twenty-five years ago, there were but a handful. The farmers’ market has long been my first choice for ingredients, but their growing presence suggests that they offer more than produce. They’re the new village green, the plaza, the town square, the place where everyone gets to know each other.

They’re friendly, and they make a small town out of a big one. “I think the main thing the farmers’ market does is make us more of a community,” says a market manager in Utah, echoing a thought expressed by many. It’s also one of the few places where there’s a healthy environment of diversity, with regard to both plants (many varieties) and people (different races, different backgrounds). “The market brings a lot of different people together who would never cross paths otherwise,” one shopper tells me. “Food is a true celebration of diversity,” enthuses Richard McCarthy, manager of the Crescent City farmers’ market in New Orleans. “Whether you come from uptown, downtown, or back of town, your life is involved with food. If you’re stuck in an elevator in New Orleans, the topics that will be discussed are fishing, football, and food.”

Farmers’ markets stand out from the monotonous commercial landscape that so dominates our view. No two are exactly alike. Your market may be only 2 years old, or it might be 150. It may consist of six farmers meeting in a parking lot, or there might be more than a hundred farmers under a protective roof. One vendor might harvest unusual varieties of persimmons from her backyard, while another has fifty acres of field crops in the next county. Depending on where you live, you might find heaps of Asian vegetables, farmstead cheeses, cracked hickory nuts, or organic meats. At another it may be a treasure trove of exotic citrus and subtropical fruits that catches your imagination. (The photograph of these fruits came from a twenty-dollar purchase at the Vista, California, market.) At a tiny, start-up market, there may be little else besides overgrown zucchini, tomatoes, and corn. But markets have the ability to grow, adapt, and extend their seasons.

Sandy Szwarc, a food writer who has been telling me about her market in Des Moines over the past several years, had little to report on at first, although she was immensely pleased with the local corn, peaches, and melons she found there. “But this year,” she writes, “farmers are offering Yukon Gold and fingerling potatoes, little squashes instead of gigantic ones, exotic eggplants, Asian greens and bitter greens, heirloom tomatoes, and now we’re seeing our first Iowa goat cheese, Iowa-grown bison, and fresh eggs!”

Farmers’ markets provide a way of revitalizing local food cultures, which are ever in danger of disappearing into the lackluster sameness of the national menu. But here is where you can find those foods that truly typify a region—wild rice, native New Mexican chile, Rocky Ford cantaloupes, hazelnuts, wild huckleberries, green peanuts—the foods that have their roots in place. “For us,” says Richard McCarthy in New Orleans, “food says what’s best about our region, and that we have a food culture that’s worth preserving. There’s a regional pride here, and everywhere, that makes one place different from another.” And having regional differences in our foods makes life interesting for all of us. How dull it is when everything is all the same, all the time.

My market visits have taken me around the country, to the corners, the edges, the middle, to Hawaii, and also to our neighbors, Canada and Mexico. Inevitably people will ask me. “Oh, have you been to such-and-such a market?” Usually, I haven’t. “You haven’t?” they ask, usually in tones of incredulity, for they know their market is among the best. And for them it is. While there are a lot of great markets I didn’t visit and a lot of little not-so-famous ones that I did, I set out to sample, not conquer. And regardless of the nature of any particular market, after visiting more than a hundred of them, I’m convinced that all markets have something worth seeking out, some treasure to be discovered. Sometimes the eye must be retrained to see the value that is there, and this matter of seeing is in large part what these pages address. While I haven’t referred to all the markets I’ve visited by name, they have all played their valuable parts in informing my experience.

Farmers’ markets often look and feel simple, even when they’re large, but many hidden hours of work are concealed behind that appearance. While some markets struggle to keep going and others receive support from their local governments, all markets require a lot of volunteer effort in order to take place. Some markets offer a variety of activities that have little to do with farming but which you and your children may enjoy—music, cooking demonstrations, master gardener talks, even massage!—while others are pretty bare-bones. “No espresso. No frills. Just food and lots of it,” says one farmer speaking of his market. Some states, like California, certify their farmers’ markets, which insures that the food sold is grown on the farm whose name hangs above it. Most don’t, at least not yet. But whether certified or not, that the person selling the food grew it, or lives in the family that did, is what lies behind the spirit of a true farmers’ market. Whether the selling takes place in a market setting, at a roadside farmstand, or from the back of a pickup in a parking lot doesn’t matter. That the seller is also the grower does.

Even when wholesalers are present in a market—and I visited those types of markets, too, because sometimes that’s all a community has at first—you can tell who the real farmers are. They’re the ones who look connected to what they’re selling. They are the ones who can answer your questions. And they often look tired. Most often they’re older, too, for the average age of the family farmer, which is ever rising, is now around fifty-four, an age when many people are thinking about retirement.

The marketplace where food, goods, ideas, and money are exchanged is an ancient public place, and one that we respond to in a deeply intuitive way despite the omnipresence of the supermarket. “Magically and inevitably, the farmers and their food create a human space that links us back to the most ancient centers of civilization as well as to the present cycle of seasons,” says Ann Yonkers, who founded the six FRESHFARM markets in Washington, D.C. Such a universal marketplace is not really new to America, although it may be new to many of us. The exposure travelers have gained to the rest of the world’s colorful outdoor markets has no doubt been a factor in reconnecting many Americans to the farmers’ market. How many thousands of American tourists have found themselves transfixed with delight by the bustle in Rome’s lively Campo dei Fiori or the beautiful market in Nice, buying, perhaps, something to take on a picnic and vowing to do this at home?

This recent emergence of farmers’ markets began in California about twenty-five years ago, with a legislative act that allowed farmers to sell directly to the consumer. What the farmer could sell was the produce that didn’t conform to the industry standards—fruits and vegetables that were too small, irregularly shaped, or otherwise lacking in some measure of visual perfection. Beyond the perfect apple or potato are those perfectly edible culls that are otherwise thrown away, but which many are happy to buy. So what if a pepper is a little crooked, or an onion is on the small side? There’s a use for everything, and this screening for some idea of perfection wastes a great deal of food.

Selling directly to the consumer worked well enough that it attracted farmers who started growing food expressly for the farmers’ market, bypassing the wholesaler in part, if not altogether. “Today,” Ann Yonkers remarks, “farmers’ markets are the good news among the bad news in American agriculture. In a sector grim with stories of farm failures, consolidations, and rock-bottom farm prices, farmers’ markets are growing and prospering.” Here is where family farmers actually have a chance to make a living and make their small farms work. In fact, they may well be the best hope for the family farm. Quite possibly, they’re the only hope.

But the idea of direct marketing has taken on other meanings, too, especially for consumers, who find almost as much value in having a direct connection with the farmer as in buying the food she grows. A shopper in New Mexico, who grew up on a farm in Wisconsin, expresses what others have told me in every market I’ve visited: “Although I know the value and taste of food you’ve raised yourself, I think I value the exchange with the growers even more.” When you think about it, the farmers’ market is really about the only place left in our lives where we can interact with someone who makes something we use. And it’s hard to imagine what is more vital or intimate than the food we consume, for it becomes our health, our pleasure, our nourishment, who we are, in fact. Today it is farmers who are providing the fragile connection that binds us in a meaningful way to our own humanity. In this sense, they are selling far more than tomatoes.

Direct marketing. Dry words that are loaded with great possibilities mean that at the farmers’ market a shopper can look the farmer in the eye, ask a question, or express appreciation for work well done. They mean we can trust our food sources, for we can come to know those who actually grew the vegetables and the fruit, raised the chicken, milked the goats, and made the cheese. And they make it possible to sit down to dinner and put a face and a name to everything we’re eating—from the vegetables and meats to the honey, preserves, and sometimes even the candles, flowers, and tea. Although this didn’t used to be so, knowing who produced what we eat is one of the most extraordinary experiences a diner can have today, one that allows us to discover that our lives are inextricably connected to others’. The feeling that comes from eating such a meal is better than any amount of gourmet finesse you might imagine, although that needn’t be excluded. In fact, they may well be one and the same. To me they are. Eating well is about finding the source, then cooking from it, however simply, rather than relying on fine imports from afar, no matter how sublime they may be.

Many people still think that the farmers’ market is where you go for cheap food, and sometimes there are bargains to be found. But we would do better to think of the farmers’ market as the place where we can find food that is impeccably fresh and delicious, truly local and therefore truly seasonal, quite likely raised by sound, sustainable methods and by someone who might become your friend. This is where you can be assured that your food is not genetically modified or irradiated. The chicken, meat, and eggs you find will not have been raised in huge factory farms, treated with antibiotics, or fed hormones. This is food that tastes so good that little has to be done to it in the kitchen. The price we pay may well be higher than that in the supermarket, and it should be, for it comes closer to reflecting the true costs of growing good food, although it doesn’t necessarily cover them. Most family farmers have day jobs, or a spouse who does. Parker Bosley, the chef-owner of Parker’s Restaurant and Bistro in Cleveland, has worked closely with farmers and ranchers for twenty years. He once grumbled to me, “People will drive across town to shop at Saks, but they won’t go to the farmers’ market and pay a little more to eat well.” When food is cheap, we tend to treat it carelessly and wastefully. But when it’s dear, when it costs what it’s actually worth, we tend to pay closer attention to it. In this sense, good food can sharply focus our world.

Farmers get a pretty small piece of each dollar you spend in your supermarket, from 7 to 25 cents, depending on whether it’s wheat, corn, or tomatoes. The rest is distributed along a long chain of handlers that involve packagers, transport, and marketing. If produce were sold for the amount the farmer actually gets for it, you’d think it was an incredible steal. (Try 9 cents for a head of lettuce, as opposed to the $1.29 charged in the supermarket.) But that low price is what farmers have to live on. It’s not surprising that family farms have failed so badly in the larger marketplace.

While farmers’ markets may be about making a living for the farmer, for the consumer they are not only about fruits and vegetables but about slowing down and taking time to enjoy choosing our food and, later, cooking and eating it. You won’t find children nagging their mothers for candy and junk food. You won’t find people rushing through their shopping as if it’s an odious task to be gotten through as quickly as possible. The market will smell good, not like floor wax and cleaners. You will run into friends and meet new ones. You might find yourself sharing recipes or making a plan to share a meal that evening with someone you’ve met at the market. I can’t tell you how many impromptu dinner parties I’ve overheard being planned on any Saturday morning. Here you’ll have an opportunity to taste foods you’ve never tasted before, or to ask a farmer a question you’ve long been meaning to ask. You might be inspired to try something new when you see a chef demonstrate how to use it. After shopping you might stash all your finds in a cooler in your car and go back to the market to have a cup of coffee with a friend. What a civilized way to spend a morning.

Children, those so-called recalcitrant consumers of vegetables, can become good eaters when they see the connection between the farmer and the food they eat. This is especially true if they have a chance to participate in some kind of farming experience, such as picking strawberries or gathering eggs at a farm stand, learning about honey at the market, visiting a farm or farmers’ market. They won’t know it, but they’re learning good eating habits by developing a taste for truly fresh, delicious food when they’re young, which will inform their food choices and affect their health over a lifetime.

Finally, other intangible benefits and delights that come from the market have to do with the food we find there. Colors, pattern, charm, fragrance, flavor, and variety conspire to fill us with ideas. I know of absolutely no one who goes to the farmers’ market with a list and comes home with just what’s on it, or who doesn’t spend every penny she brought. Instead, we shoppers tend to get carried away. You come home and can’t decide whether to put all your produce out on the table to look at it, or to cook it. You fill a vase with armloads of larkspur or sunflowers, then go back to the kitchen. Perhaps you’re thrilled about a treasure you’ve found, some wild berries or a basket of Wolf River apples that you know will make the best pie ever, or those pretty blue and green Araucana eggs. If it’s summer, there are those gorgeous eggplants, perfumed Ogen melons, the moist shelling beans, and delicate white nectarines. If it’s spring, it might be wild nettles, green garlic, and thick, crisp asparagus that excites us. In late fall it is those handsome Hubbard squash and gnarly roots that start to look enticing, or the promise of a golden quince. You are incalculably rich and happy at this moment.

Although you might be tempted to cook everything you’ve bought as soon as you get home—a Saturday-night feast is common in our house—this food will last very well, since it hasn’t traveled long distances. It is said that the average distance food travels in our country is fifteen hundred miles. I suspect it’s more, now that we regularly import food from New Zealand and Chile, as well as Israel and Spain. Fewer miles from farm to market mean that food is fresher, more nutritious, and better tasting, and miles-to-market can be as few as two, ten, or a hundred at a farmers’ market. Food comes from somewhere, not somewhere else. “When we turn elsewhere for our agriculture needs,” one of our farmers says, “we’re giving away the most precious thing we have, our independence with regard to food.” Farmers’ markets are helping local agriculture economies to become sound by forging strong urban-rural connections.

After experiencing the many joys and satisfactions that the farmers’ market provides, we can’t help but become aware of such things as land value assessment, water allocation, approval of new developments on agricultural land. As these are issues that affect us all at the table, eating is, indeed, a political act. Supporting land trusts and agricultural easements is one way to insure that farmland will exist. But making sure that farmers can enjoy financially sustainable lives is perhaps the most important way we can ensure that real farm foods remain a part of our lives. If young people are to be attracted to a life of farming, they have to be able to expect a reasonable financial return for their hard work, even if that work is fueled with passion and commitment.

We get a lot for the dollars we spend at the farmers’ market. There are many threads there which, when woven together, create the fabric of a civilized life where the production of good and nourishing food coincides with healthy communities. It is where there is a give-and-take between independence and cooperation, urban and rural life. Here is a flourishing platform for diversity, a sense of security and connection to our landscape and our neighbors. And the market is also a source of joy. For me the farmers’ market has been the key to becoming more deeply at home where I live, which is not the place I’m from, as is true with so many of us. When all is said and done, I can’t think of a better thing to do than go to the farmers’ market.

A NOTE ABOUT THE ARRANGEMENT OF CHAPTERS

Rather than letting the parts of the meal dictate the order of recipes, botanical families and regional seasons themselves have been given that guiding role. Regardless of the actual month of the year, most markets open with the same foods (greens, salad, herbs, green garlic) and end up with the same foods (roots and tubers, apples and squash), while corn, tomatoes, squash, melons all tend to arrive around the same time in summer. Quite often fruits and vegetables that are related botanically share qualities of taste and use, and when that’s the case, I’ve grouped them together: stone fruits (peaches, apricots, cherries, and plums), for example, or the nightshades (eggplants, peppers, and tomatoes). My categories are admittedly more fluid than they are absolute—for the seasons themselves are that way. Some foods share more than one category—cabbages like cool weather, as do turnips, which are also roots, and so forth. But one thing I know for certain is that what’s in season depends more than anything on where you live. Season never stands apart from location. Local and seasonal, space and time, are really the same thing.

Because I live in Santa Fe and have been an active participant in the life of our farmers’ market for the past twelve years as a shopper, market manager, and board member, I have referred to our market as a touchstone throughout the book. However, this is not a book about the Santa Fe farmers’ market; it’s simply the market I know best. And after years of visiting other markets and talking with their managers, farmers, and shoppers, I believe they are as universal as they are particular.

MARKET TIPS


1. Plan to spend time—slow time—at the market. Start by walking around to see what’s there before you start to shop, especially if you’re new to the market. It’s fine to buy randomly, choosing what looks good and appeals to you, but if you take a few minutes to stroll around, you may also find some menus and recipe ideas forming in your head.

2. If you don’t recognize what it is you’re looking at, or need a tip on how to use it, ask the growers. They don’t always know, but often they do, or they have recipes available. And if you ask in a loud enough voice, invariably a nearby customer or two will chime in with a few ideas. And don’t forget to consult your cookbooks.

3. Bring cash. Some farmers will accept a check, especially after they’ve seen you shopping at the market for a while, but many don’t. If possible, try to show up with small bills.

4. If it’s important to you that your food be organic, ask if it is or how it’s been raised. It may be unsprayed (pesticide free) or on its way to becoming organic (transitional) or organic. Those who have been certified will most likely have their certificate on display. However, not all organic farmers choose to become certified, a process that can be prohibitively expensive and enormously time consuming. They may prefer to rest their claims as to how they farm on trust and the openness they enjoy with their customers.

5. If someone offers you a taste of something, take it! It doesn’t commit you to buy. Farmers want you to taste their food. You might discover something new
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