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			American consumers generate, on average, 4½ pounds of trash per person every day. Much of this waste consists of materials we used briefly, like food packaging, or materials we didn’t use at all, like food.

			The way we consume is linear: We take raw materials to make products to dispose of them after their (usually short) life, which generates approximately 268 million tons of waste a year. A little over half of that waste ends up in landfills. As the waste decomposes, it belches methane gas into the atmosphere, a greenhouse gas 84 times more potent than carbon dioxide over a twenty-year period and excretes toxic leachate into the ground, which contaminates our groundwater.

			Some of this waste escapes collection altogether and pollutes our natural environment. Every minute, the equivalent of one garbage truck full of plastic enters our oceans. On our current trajectory, the oceans will contain an estimated one ton of plastic for every three tons of fish by 2025, and by 2050, more plastic than fish. And it’s not just the ocean: Tiny plastic particles from packaging, plastic mulch, and sewage sludge* contaminate the soil, as well, which threatens plants, animals, and humans alike.

			We have polluted the planet with indestructible plastic to such a degree that plastic may serve as a fossil marker in our strata to indicate a new era—the way dinosaurs indicate the Mesozoic one—until Big Oil digs the last of those reptiles up to produce more Coke bottles.* Houston—and Los Angeles, and New York, and Chicago, and Toronto, and Phoenix, and Philadelphia, and San Francisco, and all the Springfields all over the place and Everytown everywhere—we have a problem.

			Can’t We Simply Recycle All the Plastic?

			In the United States, our abysmal 9 percent recycling rate remained steady between 2012 and 2017, even as China imported a total of 700,000 tons of our plastic waste between 2010 and 2016. In 2018, the year of reckoning arrived: China announced it would no longer serve as the West’s dumping ground for our tossed plastic. By 2030, the world will need to bury, burn, or recycle an estimated 111 million metric tons of plastic. We can’t possibly recycle our way out of this mess.

			Even if we could improve our infrastructure and recycle 100 percent of our plastic, the Plastic Pollution Coalition reports that “recycling . . . plastic is generally not [a complete cycle] . . . The best we can hope for is that our plastic water bottles and mayonnaise jars will be turned into other products (downcycled), such as doormats, textiles, plastic lumber, etc. These products will still end up in a landfill.” Of course, if we can recycle any of the plastic we produce, we should, but the real solution lies in reducing plastic at the source by manufacturing and consuming less of it.

			Disposal aside, do we really want our food coming into contact with plastic? Exposure to the known endocrine disruptor bisphenol-A (BPA), a common additive in plastic food packaging, can lead to endometriosis, infertility, child loss, cancer, and genetic disorders. Because of public concern over BPA, some food producers have eliminated it from their food packaging. And while they can honestly plaster the claim “Now BPA-Free!” all over their packages, in a lot of cases they just use BPS or BPF—BPA replacements that raise similar health concerns.

			Even seemingly innocuous compostable paper food packaging may contain “forever chemicals” like perfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS) that render materials grease- and waterproof. Because these substances never break down, they persist in the environment—forever. Studies have linked PFAS to adverse effects on metabolism, weight, fertility, fetal growth, and immune system response to infections.

			What About Food Waste?

			While addressing the plastic problem requires many approaches—the implementation of refill schemes, bans on single-use containers, eliminating unnecessary packaging, and so on—the problem of food waste has one simple solution: We can eat the food.

			In developed countries, most food waste occurs at the consumer level; in our homes, we waste more food than grocery stores or restaurants, or any other stop along the supply chain. Every day, the average American wastes an astonishing near-one pound of food per person. When we squander food, we don’t just waste the food itself; we misuse all the resources that went into producing it: the labor, the water, and the energy it took to grow and transport it, as well as the land, which we clear of carbon-sequestering trees to grow food that no one will eat.

			Globally, food waste accounts for about 8 percent of greenhouse gas emissions. (To put that into perspective, the aviation industry generates 2.5 percent.) Project Drawdown, a worldwide coalition of scientists and researchers, has compiled a list of the top 100 solutions to reduce global carbon emissions over a thirty-year period ending in 2050. Reducing food waste worldwide ranks at number three on their list, and is more effective than implementing rooftop solar power, offshore wind turbines, and electric vehicles combined.

			Between food packaging and food waste, the kitchen presents the biggest opportunity for us to have an impact. But by how much can we reasonably reduce our waste?

			What We Talk About When We Talk About Zero Waste

			Is zero waste possible?

			Before answering that question, let’s start with the goal of zero waste, which is to prevent waste from entering landfills, incinerators, and the natural environment. Every piece of waste ever created began as a resource that we extracted from the earth. Zero waste is about conserving those resources.

			As for the term itself, do not let the “zero” part intimidate you. As my daughter Charlotte once remarked, “The only true way to be zero-waste is to be dead.” Even then, your family may serve bottled water at your funeral.

			If you feel paralyzed by the zero (and would really rather not ponder your eventual demise), keep in mind that the term zero waste merely represents something to strive for, like an A+ in every class you take in college. But remember the saying, “Cs get degrees.” You don’t have to do zero waste perfectly to make an impact.

			The size of that impact depends on how far you will—or can—go with the zero-waste program. You have likely seen images on social media of zero wasters posing with the trash they accumulated for a year—or several years—stored in a single mason jar. People tend to react to the trash jar in one of two ways:

			
					
					They feel inspired to drastically reduce their trash to the same negligible amount—and they succeed!—or

				

					
					Their eco-anxiety flares up, followed by feelings of paralysis, inadequacy, and guilt.

				

			

			If you fall into the eco-anxiety category, or you do attempt to reduce your trash to one mason jar per year and simply cannot, do not beat yourself up. While I do believe it’s possible for many people to reduce their yearly trash to an amount minuscule enough to fit into a mason jar, only a small number of people will. As you’ll see, that’s okay!

			I’m going to think big about book sales—10,000 copies sold in the first week—and small about how many people will reach absolute zero waste. Let’s say 100 readers—or 1 percent—reduced their waste to essentially zero. In a year, how much collective waste would those readers keep from entering the environment? Let’s crunch the numbers:

			
				100 people × 4.5 pounds reduced/day × 365 days = 164,250 pounds/year

			

			That’s a lot of trash!

			Now let’s say that of those same 10,000 readers, 25 percent of them reduced their waste by 25 percent. How much total trash would that save us?

			
				4.5 pounds × .25 = 1.125 pounds per day

				2,500 people × 1.125 pounds reduced/day × 365 days = 1,026,562.50 pounds/year

			

			Over a million pounds of trash! That’s amazing. Now what if all 10,000 readers reduced their waste by just 10 percent for a year? Doesn’t sound that impressive, does it? Well, let’s see:

			
				4.5 pounds × .10 = .45 pounds per day

				10,000 people × .45 pounds reduced/day × 365 days = 1,642,500 pounds/year

			

			At 1,642,500 pounds, everyone doing a little bit makes the biggest impact of all three of these scenarios, as the graph that follows illustrates.

			
				
					The 1 Percent Versus Everyone Else
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			Zero waste isn’t an all-or-nothing proposition. Unlike pregnancy—you either are or you aren’t—you can live a little bit zero waste. Some of the changes necessary to reach that 10 percent goal, which just about everyone can do, won’t hurt one bit. And after you hit 10 percent, you likely won’t stop there. You’ll keep going because you reap so many rewards from this lifestyle.

			What’s in It for You

			I started on this zero-waste journey in 2011 after reading about the devastating effects plastic pollution has on our oceans and their inhabitants. I wanted to cut plastic immediately (weaning actually took several months). I had no idea there would be so many personal benefits to kicking the plastic, much less life-changing ones.

			My biggest surprise came when, after a couple of years into this lifestyle, I realized I hadn’t felt so healthy in, well, a couple of years. I attribute this to my improved diet. When I eliminated the waste, I eliminated packaged, highly processed food. I never ate piles of the stuff, but now I eat none. Processed foods not only lack fiber and nutrients, they also throw our guts off balance; and as the research continues to reveal, our guts control every aspect of our health, from our immunity to our weight, to our mood, to food cravings and more. When I stopped buying packaged food, I started preparing more fermented food. How else would I get my sour cream? Fermented foods benefit gut health. These fermented foods—sourdough bread, kimchi, sauerkraut, dosas, hot sauce—also happen to taste delicious.

			And even though I haven’t dropped out of society to go live in a cabin by the pond, I’m more self-reliant now. I don’t depend on corporations to fulfill my every need and desire because, despite Big Food’s best efforts to keep us helpless in the kitchen, I don’t need packaged frozen dinners or shelf-stable snacks to feed myself. Besides improving my cooking chops, I’ve brushed up on other skills that our grandparents and great-grandparents possessed, like sewing, mending, and DIY. If my grandmothers were alive today, they’d ask why on earth anyone would invite me onto a stage to show an audience how to make broth from food scraps or cloth produce bags from fabric scraps. “But that’s just normal,” they’d say.

			Reducing my waste has also made me much happier. Every aspect of modern life in North America involves waste—from how we shop to what we eat, to how we dress, to how we travel. To reduce my waste, I had to examine every aspect of my life, make decisions more intentionally, slow down, and live more simply. It’s made my life more fulfilling than mindless consuming ever did.

			And if health, better-tasting food, increased independence, and happiness don’t get you on board, perhaps money will. If for no other reason, reduce your waste to save cold, hard cash. Don’t do it for the oceans. Don’t do it to conserve resources so others may have a share of them. Don’t do it for future generations. Be completely selfish about it. Your motives are your own business.

			I’m Sold—But Where Do I Start?

			Start where you are. But first, figure out where you are.

			When we first went plastic free, my daughter Mary Kat participated in Beth Terry’s plastic challenge (www.myplasticfreelife.com). This helped us realize what kind of plastic we had been throwing away or recycling. The vast majority of it came from the kitchen in the form of food packaging. I bet you’ll discover the same thing.

			You don’t know how to address an issue if you don’t measure it. Think of your finances. To get a handle on how you spend your money, you would examine your expenses. (“I spend how much on to-go coffee?!”) Here, you’ll examine how much trash you accumulate. (“I toss out how many to-go coffee cups?!”)

			To measure your waste, audit the trash you generate—those to-go coffee cups and lids, Tetra Paks, plastic produce bags, soda bottles, straws, and so on. Include recyclable plastic. You may want to conduct your audit for a few weeks.

			You can jot down a list of the trash as you go through it or save it so at the end of the week you can take a picture of it on your phone. This audit will give you an idea of (1) how much trash you throw out and (2) which products you’ll want to avoid or replace first. For example, if you find lots of snack wrappers, take a look at the snack recipes in this book (this page) as a place to start.

			How are we ever going to do this?

			Back in the spring of 2011, after deciding we would give plastic-free living a try, Mary Kat and I took our first trip to the nearby chain supermarket, where we used to do lots of our shopping. We wheeled our cart around the store, frustrated by what we saw. Plastic was everywhere: suffocating the cauliflower and cucumbers in the produce section and lining the paper milk cartons in dairy. Even the pasta boxes had little plastic windows so shoppers could see what spaghetti looks like.

			Finally, in the bathroom tissue aisle, I literally threw my hands up in the air. Surrounded by a sea of shrink-wrapped white rolls in every type and quantity—single-ply, double-ply, extra-soft, quilted, recycled, jumbo, 4 rolls, 8 rolls, 16 rolls, 32 rolls, I turned to Mary Kat and said, “How are we ever going to do this?”

			But sure enough, step-by-step, swap-by-swap, we implemented the necessary changes to eliminate the plastic waste. Since that day in the bathroom tissue aisle, I’ve gone on to tackle the challenges and develop the recipes and address the dilemmas of a zero-waste life. With this book, you’ll skip a big section of the learning curve on your own zero-waste journey.

			And something magical happens along the way. At speaking engagements and meetups, in workshops and classes, interacting with my audience online and chatting with friends, family, and coworkers in person, I’ve witnessed the light bulbs go off—I could do that! people realize—as I describe a swap as simple to implement as shopping with a cloth produce bag. Others around you will notice what you’re doing, and you’ll inspire some of them to implement a change—or two or three or four—of their own. The more of us who are on board, the farther the ripples will spread out and the faster change happens.

		

	
		
			
				[image: collage of fruits and vegetables]
			

			
				2

			

			Cooking Like Grandma
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			Our grandmothers and great-grandmothers were zero waste before zero waste was cool. They ran their kitchens efficiently, they used everything, and they wasted nothing. Although cooking the zero-waste way today bestows rebel status, several generations ago you would have just been, well, normal. Maybe boring. Now you write books.

			In addition to adopting these new (old) methods, taking on Julia Child’s what-the-hell, fearless attitude will help you adjust to this system of cooking—and it is a system. Don’t be afraid to try new things and fail. Failure is merely one step closer to success. A lot of the good stuff happens out on that limb that may or may not hold the weight of your Dutch oven.

			Freestyle Cooking

			Here’s a secret: You already have all the ingredients you need to make a meal.

			Rather than allowing your cravings to dictate what you’ll make, let the food you have on hand in your pantry, refrigerator, and freezer serve as the basis for your next dish. This method will eliminate food waste in the home.

			Yes, eliminate.

			This idea that we can let our pantry dictate dinner runs contrary to how most of us learned to shop and cook. Typically, we look up an appetizing recipe, jot down a shopping list, buy the ingredients, cook the dish and, after eating, store the leftover dish—and all the little bits of ingredients left over from cooking it—in the refrigerator, possibly to eat later but often not.

			Relinquishing some control of our menus over to our kitchen inventories makes us not only more resourceful but also more creative, as parameters tend to do. And that makes cooking more fun.

			When taking your kitchen inventory, keep in mind that food manufacturers stamp best-before dates, sell-by dates, and use-by dates on their products to indicate the peak of freshness. Your food does not turn deadly at the stroke of midnight on its best-before date. If a tub of yogurt past this date looks good, smells good, and tastes good, then you’re good. (And besides, some products with best-before dates don’t actually spoil because they’re packed with preservatives.)

			Learn how to cook without a recipe

			I advocate that you learn to cook without a recipe, which may sound contradictory, considering that I’ve written a cookbook, but recipes are guidelines you can adapt.

			This cookbook includes many customizable recipes, such as Granny’s Pot Pie, Eat-All-Your-Vegetables Pancakes, Customizable Stir-Fry, Use-All-the-Vegetables Frittata, Ricotta and Ratatouille Galette, and more. I’ve also included ideas in many of the recipes for using up the scraps and leftovers that the recipes render.

			Cook without strictly following recipes and you’ll be able to cook whatever you find in your pantry. You have no moral obligation to strictly follow all the steps in my recipes, such as charring poblanos or blanching and peeling tomatoes, or toasting nuts before adding them to a recipe. While these steps improve a dish, you may prefer to skip them. You won’t hurt my feelings!

			If you don’t know where to start with a freestyle dish, make soup. I usually make a weekly vat of it before I buy more food, using the following formula:

			
					
					Heat 2 tablespoons of fat over medium heat.

				

					
					Sauté 1 chopped onion until soft, about 5 minutes. Add spices, such as dried oregano or cumin or coriander, and stir for 1 minute.

				

					
					Add random chopped vegetables—that ½ bell pepper, those 3 mushrooms, and 2 cabbage leaves hanging around. Stir for 2 minutes to evenly coat them with the oil and spices.

				

					
					Chop up an apple and throw it in. Add that ¼ cup of mystery grains you discovered in the pantry and the 3 tablespoons of cooked rice in the refrigerator. Have some cheese rinds? First of all, congratulations for saving those. You’re really getting the hang of this. Into the soup they go. Have leftover beans or other protein? Stir them in. Pour in enough broth or water to just barely cover everything.

				

					
					Cook the soup until the vegetables and grains are tender. Add salt and lemon juice (or vinegar) and taste. Chop up some excess herbs and stir in at the end. Before serving, swirl in a spoonful of crème fraîche or yogurt and garnish the soup with croutons you made from stale bread cubes that you toasted in the oven after tossing them in olive oil.

				

			

			Do this and you’ve not only made a delicious, satisfying meal but have also prevented a pile of waste. Made too much rescue soup? Freeze some for several days or weeks, and enjoy it for lunch or dinner on a busy day.

			Occasionally a dish won’t turn out—as also can happen when strictly following a recipe—but generally, you’ll cook delicious food this way while discovering flavors and combinations you may not have thought of otherwise.

			Do remember to taste along the way as you create your use-it-up, non-recipe recipes. As you become more confident in the kitchen, you’ll feel more comfortable adding a little bit of this herb or that vegetable.

			Think ahead to the next recipe and use everything all the time

			Slowing down and living in the present result in less waste because you live less of a go-go-go lifestyle, buy less on the fly, and make conscious decisions rather than mechanical ones. But when talking food waste, always think about the future.

			As you chop and mince and stir, contemplate the next incarnation of the bits left over from prepping, or the leftover dish itself. If you make nut milk (see this page), for example, you may decide to use some of the leftover pulp in granola (see this page) the next day and some in the topping of the Any-Fruit Crunchy Crumble the day after that. Hang on to the peels and cores from the apples you chose for your crumble to make Apple Scrap Vinegar. Use the vinegar to later make the As You Like It Honey Mustard. Add some mustard to the salad dressing for the One-Bean, One-Vegetable, One-Grain Salad. If you notice SCOBYs (symbiotic cultures of bacteria and yeast) growing in your scrap vinegar, use those to make Lemon Zesty Kombucha and on and on and on.

			Soaking or fermenting or proofing something on your kitchen counter nearly constantly will save time. By always having at least a couple of ingredients prepped and ready to go, you won’t need to start a new dish every night from scratch. Who has time for that?

			And when you have the oven on, make the most of it. Melt the coconut oil you’ll need to make the dough for Sourdough Crackers with Everything-Bagel Seasoning or bake Anything Goes Granola along with the black-eyed pea and mushroom burgers. Or bake the soft burger buns at the same time as you roast some vegetables (see this page). But only multitask as much as you can handle.

			It’s meal-planning lite; you don’t need to plan for every little morsel of food you’ll eat over the next week and enter it into a complicated spreadsheet (unless you want to!). Using what you find in your pantry in step one, drawing on your repertoire of adaptable recipes in step two, and getting creative with leftover ingredients and meals in step three, you plan your next two or three meals. Like all things zero waste, a bit of planning stops waste before it happens, like preventive medicine. As you plan some of your meals, expect the unexpected from time to time. Impromptu work lunches or last-minute dinner invitations will throw off your plans, and that’s okay.

			Preserve Food in the Freezer

			Yes, the freezer compartment of your refrigerator consumes energy, but most people living indoors have a freezer. The fossil fuel that runs it doesn’t care if you fill your freezer or not, so you may as well fill it. Cook and freeze large amounts of food to enjoy later, preserve seasonal foods like summer berries, and prevent food waste by squirreling away food that you won’t eat immediately.

			Freezing without plastic

			When I post pictures of my jar-filled freezer on social media, I get lots of questions about it, usually along the following lines:

			Is it safe to freeze food in glass? (Yes.)

			Do you use special glass for the freezer? (No, I use a variety of everyday jars—recycled jars, mason jars, big jars, small jars.)

			Don’t your glass containers break? (Only that one time.)

			I have had little trouble freezing food in glass. I do however take precautions:

			
					
					Always leave headspace in jars. When liquid freezes, it expands. If you don’t leave space for this expansion, your glass jar can break.

				

					
					Choose wide-mouth jars without necks or shoulders. Straight, flush sides work best for freezing. I have broken only one glass container in the freezer—it’s one of those things you rarely repeat. I filled a narrow-neck milk bottle with liquid. Even though I had left headspace, when the liquid froze, it expanded and snapped the narrow neck cleanly off the (very nice) bottle. Oops.

				

					
					Don’t overstuff your freezer with jars stacked all over the place willy-nilly. When you open your freezer door, jars might fall out onto the floor and land on your toes, or break.

				

					
					Cool the food at room temperature. Don’t put jars full of hot food into the freezer. I have noticed that when I allow the food to cool at room temperature and then chill it overnight in the refrigerator before freezing it, very few ice crystals form on top of the food.

				

					
					Thaw in the refrigerator. The night before you need it, transfer your jar of frozen food to the refrigerator to thaw or at least thaw enough so that you can remove the food from the jar to heat it or cook with it. Reducing your waste does mean you need to plan ahead, but not that much.

				

			

			People also ask me about freezer burn. Freezer burn occurs when water molecules in your food escape in search of colder parts of the freezer. The food, while safe to eat, takes on an unappealing texture, with frozen water molecules on its surface. Even though I don’t use plastic, I don’t have many problems with freezer burn. Food doesn’t last indefinitely in the freezer, however. For optimal taste and texture, eat most foods within six months. Eat bread within a week or two.

			Just some of what I freeze

			
					
					Beans. I cook beans in my pressure cooker and freeze extra beans in jars. I usually freeze them in their broth. I also freeze broth from cooked beans to use later in various dishes calling for vegetable broth.

				

					
					Bread. When I bake sourdough bread, I usually freeze a whole loaf in a homemade cloth produce bag. I find that slices get freezer burn quickly. I also don’t freeze bread for very long—a couple of weeks maximum.

				

					
					Cookies. I don’t make cookies very often because I have little willpower around sweets. But when I do bake them, I freeze some.

				

					
					Crackers. My sourdough crackers freeze very well! They taste so delicious, though, they never stay in the freezer long (see this page).

				

					
					Eggs. Crack them into a jar, whisk them, and freeze them. Egg whites also freeze well.

				

					
					Fruit. I don’t buy frozen fruit because it’s always packaged in plastic bags. Instead, I freeze fruit near the end of the season: strawberries, cherries, peach slices, and grapes. I wash them, slice them or pit them, spread them out on a cookie sheet in a single layer, and put that in the freezer. Once the fruit has frozen, I transfer it to glass jars. By freezing this way, I end up with frozen loose berries rather than a frozen fruit blob I can’t pry apart.

				

					
					Fruit peels and cores. If you don’t eat many apples but want to make the Apple Scrap Vinegar, freeze the scraps until you have accumulated enough of them to make vinegar. The microbes necessary for the fermentation survive in the freezer and take a little nap. (See this page.)

				

					
					Lemon zest. Yes, you can freeze this! Use a small jar.

				

					
					Pizza sauce. Having this on hand speeds up pizza production. See the recipe on this page.

				

					
					Roasted tomatoes. In the summer, I roast and freeze at least a couple crates of Early Girl tomatoes and use these in place of canned tomatoes. See this page for the instructions.

				

					
					Soup. I love to make a vat of soup and freeze some of it in jars for future quick lunches and dinner.

				

			

			Short-Term Food Storage

			Read aloud in a Brad Pitt drawl: “The first rule of food waste is: You do not buy too much food. The second rule of food waste is: you do not buy too much food.” The next rule is to store food properly.

			Fresh fruit and vegetables go to waste more than other foods. In an ideal world—one in which you have time to shop a few times a week at a local farmers’ market that runs daily—you’d buy what you need and eat it at its peak of freshness, flavor, and nutrition. Or you would stroll outside into your yard and pluck what you need from your lush, prolific, year-round garden. For most of us, these scenarios are neither possible nor practical. But if we store our produce with care, less of it will spoil before we can eat it.

			Kitchen Chemistry: Ethylene Gas

			Ethylene, a small hydrocarbon gas, causes fruit to ripen. It softens it and changes its texture and flavor. Many types of fruit and some vegetables produce this hormone naturally. Some Big Food producers use it unnaturally to ripen fruit they pick early, such as tomatoes. By picking unripe, hard, green tomatoes and gassing them to turn them red, producers can ship the tomatoes long distances without damaging them. They taste terrible but survive long hauls and live up to the cosmetic standards of the day.

			Some types of ethylene-sensitive produce over-ripen and spoil when exposed to ethylene. So it’s best to keep ethylene-producing foods away from ethylene-sensitive foods.

			Ethylene producers include

			
					
					Apples

				

					
					Apricots

				

					
					Avocados

				

					
					Bananas

				

					
					Cantaloupe

				

					
					Peaches

				

					
					Pears

				

					
					Plums

				

					
					Tomatoes

				

			

			Ethylene-sensitive foods include

			
					
					Apples

				

					
					Asparagus

				

					
					Broccoli

				

					
					Brussels sprouts

				

					
					Carrots

				

					
					Cauliflower

				

					
					Cucumbers

				

					
					Eggplants

				

					
					Green beans

				

					
					Kale

				

					
					Lemons

				

					
					Lettuce

				

					
					Onions

				

					
					Parsley

				

					
					Peas

				

					
					Summer squash

				

					
					Sweet potatoes

				

					
					Watermelon

				

			

			Some types of produce, such as apples, can dish it out but can’t take it—they both produce ethylene and are sensitive to it. Confused? When in doubt, follow this basic rule: Separate fruit and vegetables and keep bananas away from everything. However, if you do want that hard avocado to ripen faster, place it in a bowl of ripening fruit.

			Where to Store Produce for Optimal Freshness

			If you will eat what you buy within one to three days, most of your produce will keep well on the kitchen counter, away from direct sunlight. But the truth is most of us can’t shop every couple of days.

			Store it outside the refrigerator

			Refrigerator temperatures—generally around the mid-30s Fahrenheit range—damage the flavor and texture of many types of produce. Never store tomatoes in the refrigerator unless you enjoy a mealy texture bereft of flavor. Keep them at room temperature (ideally, not too warm a room), along with avocados, bananas, melons, pumpkins, potatoes (including sweet potatoes), and winter squash. Onions and shallots also keep better without refrigeration but away from potatoes, as the two react and can speed up each other’s demise.

			Store it inside the refrigerator

			After harvest, vegetables continue to breathe, consuming oxygen and emitting carbon dioxide and water. Vegetables that respirate at a higher rate keep better in the refrigerator crisper, where food retains more moisture than in the open space of the main refrigerator compartment, which can draw moisture out of produce. Vegetables with higher respiration rates include artichokes, asparagus, broccoli, Brussels sprouts, scallions, mushrooms, and sweet corn.

			Store your breathing vegetables in cloth produce bags so they can continue to breathe. Larger vegetables like cabbage and cauliflower don’t require a produce bag to transport home and can go naked into the crisper.
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			Store it in a jar of water

			Some vegetables keep for a long time stored in a jar of water at room temperature. These include asparagus, basil, and celery.

			Composting

			Ideally, all of us would eat all the food we buy, but waste happens. You get sick and can’t eat what you bought, your kids eat dinner at their friends’ houses instead of at home, or you simply overbuy. When you can’t eat it, ferment it, freeze it, or feed it to your chickens (because you have no chickens) and it spoils, compost it. Spoiled food belongs in a compost, not a landfill.

			Compacted in a landfill, food lacks exposure to oxygen and so breaks down anaerobically, releasing methane gas into the atmosphere, which we know is eighty-four times more potent than carbon dioxide over a twenty-year period.

			On the other hand, take that same food waste, break it down into compost, and it can reduce greenhouse gas emissions. When farmers and gardeners apply that compost to the soil, it actually enhances the soil’s ability to draw carbon dioxide out of the atmosphere.

			If you have a patch of dirt in your yard, you can start composting today. Collect your food scraps—fruit and vegetable peels, scraps of food your kids didn’t finish at lunch, moldy produce, but nothing oily—in a large container and toss them on the ground at the end of the day. Cover them with brown matter (dry leaves, for example). Tomorrow, repeat. Or add scraps every few days. Keep the pile about as damp as a squeezed sponge. Or build or buy a bin.

			Live in a cold climate? My sister composts year-round in the Great White North. She tosses her scraps on her compost heap outside. They freeze. They thaw. They rot.

			If you live in an apartment and have no yard, consider vermicompost (composting with worms). You’ll keep a bin of red worms in a convenient location and feed them various food scraps. They’ll convert those food scraps to earthy-smelling, nutrient-rich material that you can add to houseplants or give to gardening friends.

			Your city may also provide either curbside pickup of food waste or drop-off sites. Contact your city’s waste management department to inquire if it offers this service.

			Cleaning

			Clean as you go! The managers at the fast-food restaurant I worked in as a teenager drilled this into us, and it has always stuck with me. Cleaning as you go helps keep your kitchen running smoothly and efficiently.

			To wash dishes, look for solid dishwashing soap blocks or dishwashing liquid in bulk. Baking soda or vinegar or both works wonders for cleaning. I use my homemade Apple Scrap Vinegar or kombucha I’ve let ferment to the point of strong vinegar to clean with rags I cut from old T-shirts. Reusable unpaper towels also work well.
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			Changing the Culture: Fermentation
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			Humans have fermented food for thousands of years and across cultures. This method of food preparation harnesses the beneficial bacteria and yeast present in foods, in the air, and on our hands to transform that food into something greater—and tastier—than the sum of its parts.

			Many people who fall down the rabbit hole of low-waste living will eventually stumble upon the magic of fermentation. You may start with vinegar, and once you realize how tasty and low-cost it is, want to branch out into sourdough bread, “pickled” vegetables, yogurt, and ginger beer.

			In this book, you’ll find recipes for fermented grains, produce, legumes, dairy, and beverages. While each group may produce different types of intensely flavored fermented foods, they all begin with a similar method: fill a jar with food, cover it, and wait. For advanced recipes, stir daily. Even though the “and wait” step runs counter to the consumer culture so many of us grew up in, too much convenience has created an ecological crisis. “And wait” must play a role in addressing it.

			The Benefits of Fermentation

			It’s no wonder fermentation has been undergoing a renaissance over the past several years when you consider how much we benefit from this traditional method of food preparation, especially when we do it at home. Let’s count the ways.

			Food preservation, not food waste

			Fermentation extends the shelf life of foods and offers a way to preserve food in our homes before it can become waste. Take milk, for example. Warm up fresh milk, add a few spoonfuls of cultured yogurt to it, let it rest overnight in a warm spot, and by morning, the bacteria present in the small amount of yogurt you added will have transformed your milk into a fresh batch of yogurt, which keeps for many weeks longer than the original milk would have.

			Delicious results

			The most cherished and often most expensive foods—sourdough bread, kimchi, kombucha, pickles, sour cream, cheese, beer, wine, vinegar, chocolate, coffee, tea, and so on—rely on the process of fermentation, which renders distinctive, complex, and intense flavors. If you’d like to adopt a more plant-rich diet for environmental or health reasons—or both—but worry your meals will taste bland unless umami-rich meat and fish take center plate, then ferment yourself a batch of Pick-Your-Peppers Hot Sauce, Simple Spicy Kimchi, or Preserved Lemons to serve on the side of any vegetable-forward dish. These condiments all add dynamic flavor to any meal. Crave a little snack? Tangy sourdough crackers taste cheesy but contain no cheese.

			Less anxiety, healthier bodies

			Going plastic free in 2011 forced me to clean up my diet. In addition to cutting out all highly processed foods (almost all of which come in a plastic package) and starting to eat more fiber-rich whole foods—vegetables, fruit, legumes, and whole grains—I also began making and eating more fermented foods. As a result, I rarely get sick now.

			Not only am I physically healthier but I also feel less anxious. (I am a naturally anxious person from a long line of naturally anxious people.) I could chalk up my reduced anxiety to maturity, the wisdom that comes with age, and an intrinsic, rare insight into the human condition. But really, I think it’s the yogurt. Many recent studies have provided compelling evidence that probiotics help alleviate symptoms of anxiety.
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			But if my anecdotal evidence does not convince you to start a batch of dilly beans, how’s this?

			
					
					Like an external stomach, fermentation predigests food, making digestion easier for our bodies.

				

					
					Fermentation reduces levels of anti-nutrients in food. Phytates, present in grains, nuts, seeds, beans, and lentils, bind to minerals, making those minerals unavailable for absorption. Fermentation breaks these bonds to make the nutrients available.

				

					
					Fermentation naturally fortifies food. Certain strains of lactic acid bacteria (LAB) increase the levels of the B vitamins riboflavin, folate, and niacin in yogurt. The long fermentation of sourdough preserves significantly more of the thiamin and riboflavin present in the grains than a short fermentation. (B vitamins are important to cellular health and function. In addition, riboflavin, niacin, and thiamine help convert food to energy. Folate helps form DNA and RNA.)

				

			

			
				Why Fermentation Is So Safe

				Online and in person, people constantly tell me that their fear of accidentally poisoning and killing their entire family with botulism-laced vegetables has prevented them from fermenting food in their home kitchens. In reality, fermentation is safer than many other forms of food preparation.

				Anaerobic lactic-acid bacteria naturally occur on all plants. When you cut off oxygen to these bacteria by submerging, for example, chopped cabbage in liquid, the bacteria eat the sugars in the cabbage, reproduce, and produce lactic acid. The lactic acid not only transforms the cabbage into tangy sauerkraut but also inhibits the growth of bad bacteria. Even C. botulinum, the spores that cause botulism, cannot survive in a lactic-acid fermentation. They don’t grow below a pH of 4.6 (acidic sauerkraut ferments below this pH level).

				Microbiologist Fred Breidt, a USDA researcher who specializes in the study of fermented foods, states, “With fermented products there is no safety concern. I can flat-out say that. The reason is the lactic acid bacteria that carry out the fermentation are the world’s best killers of other bacteria.” Raw vegetables, he points out, can pose a greater health risk than fermented vegetables if contaminated with E. coli from the farm on which they grew.

				As you would with any type of food preparation, follow basic food safety guidelines when fermenting food. Before starting, wash your hands and clean cutting surfaces and tools with hot, soapy water. Other than that, you shouldn’t worry.
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					Sourdough bread that undergoes a long fermentation has a lower glycemic index than refined carbs, which results in a slower release of glucose into the bloodstream and a smaller insulin spike.

				

					
					The long fermentation of sourdough bread breaks down gluten more than commercial yeast does, which may benefit those with gluten intolerance.

				

					
					Fermented fruits and vegetables can provide probiotics, which are beneficial bacteria.

				

			

			Minimal energy consumption and effort

			Fermented foods take very little—if
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