ON DUMPSTER DIVING

LARS EIGHNER

I began Dumpster diving about a year before

I became homeless. I prefer the term scav-

enging. I have heard people, evidently

meaning to be polite, use the word foraging,

but I prefer to reserve that word for gather-

ing nuts and berries and such, which I also

do, according to the season and opportunity.


I like the frankness of the word scaveng-

ing. I live from the refuse of others. I am a

scavenger. I think it a sound and honorable

niche, although if I could I would naturally

prefer to live the comfortable consumer life,

perhaps—and only perhaps—as a slightly

less wasteful consumer owing to what I have

learned as a scavenger.


Except for jeans, all my clothes come

from Dumpsters. Boom boxes, candles, bed-

ding, toilet paper, medicine, books, a type-

writer, a virgin male love doll, coins some-

times amounting to many dollars: all came

from Dumpsters. And, yes, I eat from

Dumpsters, too.


There is a predictable series of stages

that a person goes through in learning to

scavenge. At first the new scavenger is

ifiled with disgust and self-loathing. He is

ashamed of being seen.


This stage passes with experience. The

scavenger finds a pair of running shoes

that fit and look and smell brand-new. He

finds a pocket calculator in perfect working

order. He finds pristine ice cream, still

frozen, more than he can eat or keep. He

begins to understand: people do throw

away perfectly good stuff, a lot of perfectly

good stuff.


At this stage he may become lost and

never recover. All the Dumpster divers I

have known come to the point of trying to

acquire everything they touch. Why not

take it, they reason, it is all free. This is, of


course, hopeless, and most divers come to


realize that they must restrict themselves


to items of relatively immediate utility.

7
  The finding of objects is becoming some


thing of an urban art. Even respectable, em-


ployed people will sometimes find some-


thing tempting sticking out of a Dumpster


or standing beside one. Quite a number of


people, not all of them of the bohemian


type, are willing to brag that they found this


or that piece in the trash.
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  But eating from Dumpsters is the thing


that separates the dilettanti from the profes


sionals. Eating safely involves three princi


ples: using the senses and common sense to


evaluate the condition of the found materi


als; knowing the Dumpsters of a given area


and checking them regularly~ and seeking al


ways to answer the question “Why was this


discarded?”

9
  Yet perfectly good food can be found in


Dumpsters. Canned goods, for example,


turn up fairly often in the Dumpsters I fre


quent. I also have few qualms about dry


foods such as crackers, cookies, cereal,


chips, and pasta if they are free of visible


contaminants and still dry and crisp. Raw


fruits and vegetables with intact skins


seem perfectly safe to me, excluding, of


course, the obviously rotten. Many are dis


carded for minor imperfections that can be


pared away.
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  A typical discard is a half jar of peanut


butter—though nonorganic peanut butter


does not require refrigeration and is un


likely to spoil in any reasonable time. One


of my favorite finds is yogurt—often dis


carded, still sealed, when the expiration


date has passed—because it will keep for


several days, even in warm weather.


No matter how careful I am I still get

dysentery at least once a month, often in

warm weather. I do not want to paint too

romantic a picture. Dumpster diving has se-

rious drawbacks as a way of life.


I find from the experience of scavenging

two rather deep lessons. The first is to take

what I can use and let the rest go. I have

come to think that there is no value in the

abstract A thing I cannot use or make use-

ful, perhaps by trading, has no value, how-

ever fine or rare it may be.


The second lesson is the transience of

material being. I do not suppose that ideas

are immortal, but certainly they are longer-

lived than material objects.


The things I find in Dumpsters, the love

letters and rag dolls of so many lives, re-

mind me of this lesson. Now I hardly pick

up a thing without envisioning the time I

will cast it away. This, I think, is a healthy

state of mind. Almost everything I have

now has already been cast out at least once,

proving that what I own is valueless to

someone.


I find that my desire to grab for the

gaudy bauble has been largely sated. I think

this is an attitude I share with the very

wealthy—we both know there is plenty

more where whatever we have came from.

Between us are the rat-race millions who

have confounded their selves with the ob-

jects they grasp and who nightly scavenge

the cable channels for they know not what.


I am sorry for them.
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