SHOP LOCAL, SHOP SMART

BY SHARON SALOMON

I spend way too much time shopping for fruits and
vegetables in the supermarket—sniffing, squeezing and
squinting at the produce trying to find out if the stuff is ripe and
fresh. Usually, it isnt. The produce manager at my local
supermarket runs away when he sees me enter the store because
Ive written scores of letters to the home office to complain
about the state of the fruits and vegetables, all to no avail. It isn’t
their fault, really. Supermarket produce may travel up to 2,000
miles to reach your table compared to an average 50 miles for
farmers’ market produce. Add to that the number of days in
storage at the warehouse and you've got some pretty old food.
I’'m a picky shopper because I'm a picky eater. I don’t eat
anything that’s over the hill or past its prime nor will I eat
something that isn’t ripe enough. These traits make me the
perfect farmers’ market customer. And I'm not alone. The US
Department of Agriculture estimates that 1,000,000 people like
me visit farmers’ markets around the country weekly. More than
4,500 farmers’ markets (an 18% increase in the last year) are
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operating in the United States, supplying people with the
ingredients for their meals.

If youre used to shopping at a supermarket, you might be
disappointed by the quantity of produce available at a farmers’
market but you won’t be disappointed by the variety. According
to Chef Stephanie Green, owner of Nutrition Studio, “You have
greater variety at the local farmers’ market. When is the last time
you saw purple carrots at your local supermarket?” I recently
bought five different kinds of eggplants—my local supermarket
usually has two varieties. Sliced, grilled and dressed with a
sherry vinaigrette, the eggplants made a great side dish for a
summertime meal.

My favorite year-round market is the Downtown Phoenix
Public Market at Central and McKinley. Cindy Gentry, the
executive director of Community Food Connections, is always
there making sure things run smoothly. I am signed up on the
market website to receive weekly alerts about what's fresh that
week so I know what to expect before I get there.

My first stop at the Downtown Phoenix Public Market is
usually Maya Dailey’s stall for vegetables. She’s always honest
about what’s best that day. Maya’s happy to share her preparation
tips, and helps me pick out the peak of the crop she has brought
that day. Then I'm off to One Windmill to check out his fruits
and veggies, usually different varieties than Maya has at her stall.
There’s Brenda, the pickle lady, who sells addictive sweet and
spicy pickles and the stall with the great vegetarian gypsy stew I
eat for breakfast when I'm down at the market. The spicy jellies
and jams and the fresh eggs, local butter and cheese are also
frequent purchases for me. There are also bread and local
chocolates along with fresh tamales and pasta and lots more.

Chef Elizabeth, the resident chef at the Downtown Market,
is usually around to offer advice and recipes. She suggests
walking the whole market before making a purchase. “Talk to
the vendors about their produce. Some of it might not be
familiar to you. Be adventurous. If you get stuck, ask me how to
prepare it,” she advises.

FARMERS’ MARKET CONTACTS

* Arizona Farmers’ Markets, www.foodconnect.org and
look for the link to Arizona Farmers Markets.

¢ Downtown Phoenix Public Market e-newsletter,
www.phoenixpublicmarket.org

¢ Chef Elizabeth, www.leave-it-to-elizabeth.com.

* Dee Logan, www.arizonafarmersmarkets.com.
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