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ORGANIC AND LOCAL FOODS (ONLY?) MAYBE NOT

 

 

Periodically, the food world gets a new magic bullet suggesting a long happy comfortable life virtually disease free with the sun always shining and just enough rain for the garden to grow. Nice thought, but it is ridiculous.  A few years ago oats were popular?  Eat oats: live forever in perfect happiness.  

 

This season it is quite evident that those interested in food.  (Darra Goldstein raises the question of what we are a called in the latest issue of Gastronomica, the journal of food and culture.  Wisely she points out foodie is juvenile at best-think groupie or yuppie.  On her list of past titles for those truly interested in foods my choice would be gastronome, but whatever we call ourselves, our concern is real if often not clearly considered). This season's bullets are ORGANIC and LOCALLY GROWN.
 

Organic food has as much meaning as Vegetarian which can mean someone who only eats plants-- a vegan (A diet I consider potentially headed to nutritional disaster.  Read the label for vegan Parmesan cheese) to the vegetarian who only eats bacon once a month.  It would make life much easier on the cook if they would just say; I prefer not to eat meats other than chicken and fish.  In other words tell us what they do eat rather than sneer at us when we have not figured out their particular quirk.

 

 

Similarly the word Organic has no meaning.  Eliot Coleman of Harborside farm in a recent letter to a local newspaper pointed out that the USDA rules are watered down from what he considers organically grown food and in the process flavor, nutrition and social benefits are ignored.  Meanwhile Christopher Kimball in a recent Cooks'Illustrated pointed out that all the wrappings of our foods remove it from its original source.  In essence he suggests going to an animal barn and taking a good whiff.  Or pick a scabbed apple from a tree instead of selecting a polished specimen with a plastic sticker saying grown elsewhere.  He lives in Vermont, certainly easier to do than in downtown Boston.  But everyone seems to have a different definition  of organic.

 

 

Ok, organic has no meaning.  So in future please select foods that have been raised to provide the maximum flavor and quality.  Leave those rock hard peaches, plums and nectarines on the counter.  Do not buy pretty red tomatoes that have no flavor and soon you can make a difference in the food chain.  Nothing grabs attention at your local market than bins of food that have not sold.

 

Eating locally grown food is the bigger buzz word of the summer.  Sounds great, but for the most part it is absurd.  For some that means they want all of their food grown within a hundred miles.  If you restrict your diet to that you will be very limited.  Unless you live in Central California, your opportunities for local food are greatly diminished and even there some popular items will be off the list.  So let us stand ourselves in Boston and consider what we can and cannot eat.  Forget orange juice, or lemons limes or any other citrus. There goes the Gin and Tonic. Forget coffee and tea along with cocoa and of course chocolate no longer exists.  After October you will not find a tomato, green pepper or broccoli until next June or July, if you are lucky.  Your winter diet will be turnips, rutabagas, cabbages, carrots, parsnips and other delicious vegetables but for 5 months of the year!  All great vegetables, but after 6 months they lose their interest.   Come February you will be crossing the lawn looking for dandelion leaves for "something" green.  Ok, if there is a hydroponic farmer near you might get a broader opportunity, but forget the avocado.  Fruits will be apples and pears, great foods that can be stored for long periods of time, but forget the vanilla ice cream-no vanilla.

 

Yes, I have taken this idea to the point of absurdity, but meanwhile others are stating that we should not eat anything our grandmothers could not eat.  They bemoan processed foods and rail against the food scientists for ruining our food choices. This is equally absurd. This is an unfair approach towards a group that has consistently improved the food supply and made it safer. Processed foods have been around forever.  Whether it is salting and drying fish, or pasteurizing milk these are good moves. The list goes on.  By the way, your grandmother probably processed foods if she had a vegetable garden.  She made jams and jellies, canned tomatoes and beans, etc.  They may have created hams from pork buttocks and of course bacon.  Pickles of varying types including eggs are another plus.  

 
Adding vitamins to flour alone has saved thousands of people from dying of pellagra.  In other words stop dumping on the food scientists whose skill and labor have created treatments for illnesses from otherwise dangerous plants.  Ergot a disease in rye can be devastating for us but when treated with caffeine for example it can provide relief from migraines.  Yes there are food scientists who work on additives that create profit without benefiting the consumer.  Discourage those, but encourage the real men and women of science.

 

It is time we took responsibility for our dietary habits.  As I often write there are no bad foods only bad habits.  Ice cream is wonderful once or twice a month.  A cream soup usually has about 1 tablespoon of cream and fits well into a well-balanced diet.  Learn to make your own cookies and avoid "genuine imitation" anything.  Non-Dairy creamer is an oxymoron if there ever was one.  If you stop buying packaged baked goods, canned soups, bottled salad dressings, jars of really awful tomato sauces, those are steps in the right direction.  But more importantly learn to vary your cooking methods so you can feed your family even if you are busy.  Learning to cook other than sauté and grill will give you cooking freedom.  A braised dish, or poached fish or chicken, even boiled beef can be set up and prepared easily.  The beef may take hours to cook, but does not require much attention. The others only minutes. If you make enough you can use your toys i.e. freezer and microwave to your advantage.  

 

You are too busy? Do you think grandmother sat around reading movie magazines and eating chocolates?  Besides preparing the meals she had to do the laundry, by hand, gather wood for the stove, heat the iron to iron the sheets and linens, sweep the rugs and dust the furniture, wash the windows. That woman was busy from morning to night and at night instead of lolling in front of the TV she darned stocks and mended rips in clothing and turned sheets to get more wear out of them and taught the children to read.

 

Additionally there is a social issue with locally grown, farmers market shopping that I find truly disturbing.  The proponents of this movement discuss their actions with hauteur.  They imply that they are well on the way to sainthood.  Vegetarians used to do the same thing but since so many of us enjoy vegetable meals, they have lost their platform.  What they do suggest is that if you do not shop at farmers markets, buy only local foods, you are not caring for your family.  Unfortunately those most in need of nutritional balance in their diet simply cannot follow this program.  

 

Those of limited financial means cannot afford to take the time to travel to a different Farmers' Market every few days.  Most farmers' markets are open from 9 in the morning until 5 in the afternoon.  A lot of us work during those hours, never mind lugging them home on the Subway, bus or riding the bike.  The food is dramatically more expensive.  I am willing to support my local farmer but when it comes to $12.00 for two pork chops and chickens at $12 to $25.00 a bird, I am forced to reconsider my purchase.  Is it better to buy cookies at $2.00 a piece to feed the children?  I think not.  The other and most important social issue is that those who are trying to create a better life and diet are telling those least able to participate that they are once again failing.  They are a poor provider because they are buying cheap therefore less nutritional food.  Once again they are failing their families.  I call that a substantial kick in the gut.

 

Let us be kinder to our neighbors and accept that if we can enjoy locally grown, sustainable foods with few preservatives that is a great goal, but others are not less than we are because that option is not available to them. 

