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About the Author 

John Hoffman has been a dumpster diver since childhood. He is a third generation dumpster diver. 

In addition, he has worked as a psychiatric behavior counselor, a printer's assistant, a security 
officer, a pizza cook/delivery person, live bait salesman, newspaper editor/reporter, a historical 
research assistant, a hotel clerk, and has done a bit of poaching... among other things. 

His formal education includes a degree in English Writing, magna cum laude, from a private Lutheran 
college in Minnesota. He has written numerous newspaper articles, opinion columns, poems, short 
stories, and has contributed to local history books. 

He recently embarked on a "five year plan to self-sustaining wealth." He is also writing a science 
fiction trilogy which emphasizes personal evolution and liberty. 



A Note from the Publisher 

We found this manuscript in the trash. Honestly. It was at the bottom of a very tall 
pile of unsolicited manuscripts. We were slashing through the pile when we opened this 
up, looked at the cover letter and said, "Who's going to buy a book on dumpster diving?" 
Since it wasn't accompanied by return postage, we threw the manuscript in the trash. 

Then we saw the photos. Pictures of a guy surrounded with grocery-store abundance. 
Pictures of a guy with flowers from the dumpster. Picture after picture of piles of 
garbage-picked wealth and trashy entertainment. It was amazing and, best of all, it was 
real. 

We pulled the manuscript out of the trash and read the first chapter. We were hooked. 
You will be, too. 
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Introduction 
by Jim Broadstreet 

author of Building With Junk 

Have you noticed a change taking place in 
America lately? Not just that we have become 
the most indebted people in history but all the 
other stuff that goes with it? 

Does it ever occur to you that your children, 
and theirs are not going to enjoy everything that 
we have? Indeed, they are going to be paying 
the tab which we have run up, and which we are 
adding to, continually and with reckless aban-
don, as if we don't give a damn — as if there will 
be no tomorrow. 

If you, the reader, were "born with a silver 
spoon in your mouth" you have been lucky. If 
you were and you assume that you will hold on 
to it — that things will just naturally remain 
easy and comfortable, with minimal effort on 
your part, then you are living with a terribly 
false assumption — one that could lead to hor-
rendous disillusionment, even personal disaster! 

We no longer populate a "land of milk and 
honey" from which all of our needs and desires 
will be automatically fulfilled, regardless of ef-
fort and thought expended. 

The "survival of the fittest" concept of life al-
most died with the spiralling affluence which 
spread across this country after World War II. 
That spiral has topped out. Now, as we slide out 
of our position of global pre-eminence, those of 
us with cunning, ingenuity and some daring are 
going to "survive" better than the rest. 

"Almost" died, I said above. In this land of 
enormous diversity there are always exceptions. 
We who are fortunate enough to have come 
upon this book, The Art & Science of Dumpster 
Diving, have the advantage of being able to 
learn from someone who is, along with his 
wonderfully different family, an exception from 
the norm — big time! 

John Hoffman's family, as you are about to 
learn, were almost destined, by virtue of cir-
cumstances well beyond their control, to be re-
cipients of welfare. With welfare would prob-
ably come low self-esteem and the myriad 
problems associated with it. Not only did that 
not happen but every member became, not just 
"productive," but super productive! 
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Not only did the Hoffmans "carry their own 
weight" in their community, they were leaders 
in it. They were, and still are avant-garde in 
environmental action. And now John Hoffman 
has given us this gift — this compilation of 
knowledge assembled for us to use to our great­
est benefit. All we need do is cast off some of our 
societally implanted and destructive codes of 
behavior to allow us to become members of the 
"chosen tribe." Not only will we be ahead of the 
pack in adjusting to the coming new American 
way-of-life, but we will be leaders in changing 
society's attitudes concerning consumption, 
waste, negligence, and sloth. 

Now, if the above words have led you to as­
sume that this is a book of heavy reading — one 
that would have to be struggled through for the 
sake of learning what you may, or may not, be 
able to use — well, not so! 

John Hoffman has seen a lot in his day! His 
experiences have been, as with all of us, every 
thing from mean and ugly to joyous and fun. He 
has the ability to see the funny in almost every­
thing and, fortunately for us, to pass that humor 
on in his written words. 

Then too, Hoffman and his family, friends and 
cohorts have developed what you might 
find to be some rather bizarre philosophies-of-
life! It is certainly not necessary to agree with all 
of these but it is a lot of fun to see how some of 
them developed and to be fascinated by the tan­
gents taken by this creative mind which was, 
seemingly, never discouraged from pursuing 
any avenue. 

Reading The Art & Science of Dumpster 
Diving will provoke you to laugh a lot, cringe a 
little, feel some sorrow for our society, get a little 
angry and, perhaps, change some of your deeply 
instilled concepts of what life is all about — and 
how it might be lived a whole lot more sensibly. 



Dumpster Dinner 3 

Chapter 1 
Dumpster Dinner 

Some weeks ago, I finished a nice hot shower 
which happened to include dumpster-salvaged 
soap, dumpster-salvaged shampoo, a dumpster 
salvaged towel and a dumpster-salvaged bath 
mat. 

I slapped on my wife's favorite cologne, 
which came from... yes, a dumpster. And then, 
naturally, I shaved. My job at the hospital re­
quires meticulous grooming and cleanliness. 
Now, it's true I purchased the razors, but the 
shaving cream came from a dumpster. I also 
purchased the deodorant, but in the past I've 
salvaged deodorant from trash bins. 

That's right, deodorant from trash bins. 

Checking my watch (a freebie from the 
dumpster) I hurried into the kitchen and sat 
down at the table. The dinner table was also a 
freebie, as well as the chairs. We sold the table 
we had before this one for $25 and paid the elec­
tric bill with the money. 

I noted that my wife had her "food science" 
textbook on the kitchen counter. She has a de­
gree in Biology, but "food science" was an elec­

tive she studied at our private college. I also 
have a college degree. 

"Something special?" I asked. 

"Wait and see!" she smiled. 

While waiting, I watered our half-dozen or so 
plants. All but one came from dumpsters. I sat at 
the table again, and my wife set a steaming plate 
down in front of me. 

I noted that she was wearing the 1920s ster­
ling silver "butterfly" pin that I had dumpster 
dived a week earlier... only two hundred yards 
from our apartment, swear to God. And that 
wasn't all I found that time. 

"Looks great, honey!" I said, meaning the 
food. 

My wife, Tina, had prepared steamed arti­
chokes, vegetable-beef stir fry, rice, and fresh-
baked bread from instant dough. For dessert, an 
assortment of fruit. Only the beef in the stir-fry 
did not originate in the dumpster. Oh, yes, and 
the soy sauce. My wife always grabs several 
packets of soy sauce whenever we have the "egg 
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roll special" at the local mall. The dinner plates 
were a wedding present, but the silverware 
came from a dumpster. 

"What do you want to drink?" Tina asked. 
"Milk? Orange juice? Iced tea?" 

"Just water, " I answered. "All this food is 
making me so fat." 

Both the milk and the orange juice originated 
in the dumpster. The tea, however, came from 
the hospital cafeteria. I never eat there, but 
whenever I escort a patient, I grab several bags 
of tea. 

"Don't forget to take those magazines to the 
hospital," my wife said. 

"I'm still reading the Rolling Stone," I 
answered. 

"That reminds me," Tina said. 

Hopping off her chair, she turned on the 
television (from a dumpster) and turned the 
channel to MTV. At the moment, MTV was 
featuring a music video from a very popular 
(and rich) singer/movie star. I won't mention 
her name, but let's just say she often causes con­
troversies over "censorship versus art." 

"You know," I told my wife, "she used to be a 
dumpster diver." 

"I know she posed nude," my wife replied, 
"before she hit the big time." 

"She ate stuff from dumpsters, too," I said. 

Ironically, I had read that in a magazine ob­
tained from a dumpster. This certain pop star, 
while still an anonymous face in the crowd, had 
posed nude and scavenged food from trash cans. 
Now, obviously, she didn't proceed to launch a 
multi-million dollar career in recovering food­
stuffs and recycling soda cans. Using her brains 
and talent, doing whatever she had to in order to 
survive, this young woman never wavered in the 

pursuit of her dreams and today she is a 
millionaire pop star. 

Yes, her talent and her brains made her a star, 
but dumpster diving gave her a vital Darwinian 
advantage. How many other young, talented 
men and women have shared apartments, 
worked in hamburger joints, pounded the 
streets day and night in pursuit of their elusive 
life's dream? Instead of success, most encounter 
only closed doors, rip-offs, poverty and hunger. 
As long as possible, they struggle for their 
dreams, they keep believing in themselves. 

Why? Why do people fight and fight and fight 
for their dreams? It's a rhetorical question. You 
know the answer. Because it's your dream. It's 
your life. The universe as you know it revolves 
around your eyeballs, the things in life that 
matter are the things that matter to you. You 
have, so far as we know for certain, one life. You 
have one opportunity to do, to be, to experience, 
to create. 

However, you're in competition with a lot of 
other highly-motivated individuals. Like you, 
these people are intensely goal-oriented, utterly 
devoted to their own dreams, careers, or 
families. The world is like the jungle, the woods, 
the sea... in our society's "economic ecosystem," 
very little drops to the ground or washes up on 
shore without becoming food or fertilizer for 
something. And that something is right there, 
waiting, mouth open. 

Look around you — try seeing economic ac­
tivity in terms of nature. For every opportunity, 
every windfall, every resource, every n iche-
something is already sitting there, making a 
living, getting a cut, earning interest, drawing a 
percentage, running the action. Only the leanest, 
the hungriest, the smartest, the most motivated 
and calculating and utterly devoted will achieve 
their dreams. Only the most able deserve their 
dreams. 

It has been said that "all the world is a stage." 
Well, most people never get beyond the cattle 
call... or the casting couch. Most of the time 
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when the world offers you a "big break" it is, in 
fact, offering to screw you and never return your 
phone calls. 

You need an edge... 

Consider that hungry, highly-motivated pop-
star-to-be. Do you imagine that while seeking 
stardom she lived under bridges and in 
homeless shelters... slept in a cardboard box... 
wore a baggy overcoat and Army boots? That 
she smelled bad? That she washed her hair in 
public restrooms? That she ate out of a dump­
ster? 

Dumpster diving is no longer the action of last 
resort. Dumpster diving, in fact, can be your 
edge, your vital Darwinian advantage. 

Dumpster diving — an activity pioneered by 
bag ladies and homeless ex-mental patients — is 
becoming more and more practical and profit­
able. So profitable, in fact, that it can make the 
vital difference between attaining your 
dreams.... or returning home on a borrowed bus 
ticket to work at Daddy's hamburger stand. 

Dumpster diving does not mean scavenging 
amid somebody's kitchen scraps, consuming 
half-rotten, half-eaten chicken legs ala Hefty 
Bag. Yes, some people do that — and those peo­
ple need a hot shower and mental health care, 
badly. Those people commune regularly with 
the Space Brothers. 

Your modern dumpster diver, in contrast, 
may be a full-time student, an apartment 
dweller, a semi-rural seeker of self-sufficiency, 
or a young, educated professional — like myself. 
A modern dumpster diver may be somebody 
who chooses to work less and spend more time 
in pursuit of dreams, goals, activism, art — like 
that pop star. 

Which brings us to an explanation of our title, 
The Art and Science of Dumpster Diving. 

What is "art?" Obviously, I can't answer a 
question in a couple of paragraphs when the 

question can't begin to be answered in volumes 
of books and hours of discussion. But consider 
this: painting pictures is, without a doubt, art. 
But so is photography, architecture, and pottery. 

So, it turns out, something can be functional 
and be an expression of creative self. 

Now, I've heard medicine called "the healing 
art." I've also heard cooking, writing, and wine 
making called arts. These things are often more 
functional than expressive, but are still con­
sidered "arts." 

Art is quite a broad topic, no? Think about 
this: once an artist, always an artist. What does 
that mean? It means this: a writer is not only a 
writer when he writes. You are an artist, a crea­
tive being, twenty-four hours a day. 

When you cook, when you drive, when you 
speak, when you labor, when you do whatever 
it is you do, you are still expressing yourself, 
pioneering ideas, concepts, movements, style. 
Whose creative goals do you want to triumph? 
Your goals, of course. Whose dream is im­
portant? Your dream. Why? Because it's YOUR 
life and the whole universe is at your fingertips 
for YOU to experience, for YOU to change as 
YOU see fit. After all, you're an artiste. 

You deserve to triumph. You deserve your 
dream because you want it, because you refuse 
to live a life of quiet desperation, because you're 
lean and hungry and right there on the cutting 
edge of Darwinism. YOU are tomorrow's domi­
nant life form. You will attain your goals, be­
cause you're willing to fight, willing to do any­
thing within the bounds of YOUR rules, YOUR 
reason — even pick up the book called The Art 
& Science of Dumpster Diving. 

Good move. 

And, I might add, you're in good company. 

If you have preconceived notions handed to 
you by society, suspend those notions for a little 
while. The lid is lifting, you're about to enter a 
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whole new universe as you learn who dumpster 
dives and what they discover. 

Welcome, diving comrade. Welcome, to the 
art and science... 
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Chapter 2 
A Realistic Path to Self-Sufficiency 

Ah... memories. Most individuals carry 
around pleasant, idealized remembrances of the 
fun they had as children. I probably have more 
of these golden tinted memories than most 
people, since I spent so much of my childhood 
digging around in dumpsters. 

Yes, digging around in dumpsters. Oh, to be 
six years old again and feel the thrill of finding a 
big ol' box filled with my favorite snack food... 
or a bike, needing only minor repairs... or even 
mundane items like a stylish jacket for school 
wear. As an adult dumpster diver I have located 
food, furniture, even valuable antiques but very 
little matches the sensation of "Christmas every 
week" that I felt as a youngster. 

Perhaps you think I'm kidding. Maybe you 
think I had a terrible, impoverished childhood 
and what I'm saying has a sarcastic, bitter 
undertone. I'm not joking, however. I had a 
wonderful childhood, wise and kind parents, 
and the family activity I enjoyed the most 
(besides fishing) was dumpster diving. 

Thanks to this pursuit, our family lived 
happily with abundance while families in 

similar circumstances barely scraped by and 
destroyed their own flesh with fighting, 
screaming, drinking and worse. I will always be 
thankful that my parents were pioneering 
masters of the fine art. For decades, members of 
my family kept the knowledge contained in this 
book a closely guarded secret. We protected this 
secret more carefully than some families protect 
ancient recipes and knowledge of horrible 
crimes. 

And it was because of our secret source of 
abundance that I can look back and say, "ah, 
memories" while most of the kids on my rural 
school bus route experienced misery and now 
have miserable families of their own. 

Poverty. Miserable poverty. Humiliating lack of 
material goods. Our neighbors had all that and 
much, much more. Supposedly alcoholism, 
incest, and physical/emotional abuse can strike 
families across the socioeconomic spectrum. 
However, when a family is blessed with abun­
dant resources it is not likely that the children 
will go to school unwashed and hungry... even if 
the father is an alcoholic. Not so with poor 
families. Let's face it: material resources can take 
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the sting out of a hell of a lot of weakness and 
vice. But our neighbors didn't have material 
wealth — far from it. 

The Bembenek kids... the Kietzer twins... the 
whole Ruben clan. No, these are not real sur­
names. I will not take the risk of humiliating the 
actual families. But humiliation was a daily 
experience for their children. 

They were always late for the bus. They'd 
come dashing out of their poorly painted, run 
down houses when the bus driver leaned on the 
horn. Their clothes were unwashed, tattered, 
and familiar — the same clothes they wore all 
week. Their lunch — if they had one — was 
hardly enough to satisfy a small dog. These kids 
were gaunt. They smelled bad. Their hair was 
unwashed, uncombed and they had poor 
complexions. They had plenty of broken bones, 
sprains, stitches and periods of prolonged 
"illness." Needless to say, these kids did poorly 
in school. They didn't have the self esteem, 
concentration or energy to get decent grades. 

These were the children of the "rural poor." 
Their parents had measly parcels of land which 
they tried, halfheartedly, to plant with crops or 
use for livestock. Most of their income, however, 
came from jobs in the nearby town. And, on 
paper, my family had no more wealth than our 
neighbors. In fact, we appeared to have less on 
paper. 

We had about five acres of land with small 
farm buildings constructed in the 1930s. My 
father and mother married when he was fifty-
eight and she was thirty-eight and promptly 
proceeded to have three children. Our "visible 
income" consisted of veteran's disability checks, 
social security, and whatever government 
giveaways one could obtain by filling out a form 
at the local courthouse. From time to time my 
father and mother would work at a wide variety 
of jobs if we wanted cash for a major purchase. 

Many of our neighbors had more land and/or 
more formal education, and did not carry 
around a souvenir of Leyte Gulf in their spinal 

column. However, these other families were 
constantly distressed about "making ends meet." 
We had all our ends met and a surplus, besides. 
Why? You know why... the fine art... 

Maximum Diving Lifestyle 

For approximately two decades, my family 
lived what I will describe as a "maximum diving 
lifestyle." This does not mean we obtained all 
our income and possessions from dumpsters. 
Rather, what I mean by this is that we enjoyed 
the most benefits that can, in all likelihood, be 
derived from dumpster diving. If we had not 
enjoyed so many "perks," if we were only now 
and then dumpster dippers, I would never 
consider writing a book telling others how to 
gain by dumpster salvage. However, as it turns 
out, we enjoyed a lifestyle that can only be 
described as "idyllic" while families in similar 
circumstances damn near perished. The only 
difference between us and them was a little bit 
of common sense, a little more innovation, and a 
lot of good stuff that we salvaged from trash 
bins. 

So why am I telling YOU? Why not keep all 
the goodies for myself? 

As I stated, we did exactly that for a long 
time. Through dumpster diving. "Willard and 
Vernie" Hoffman managed to abundantly 
provide for three children. Now all of us kids are 
grown and have productive, happy lives. 
Willard has gone to his reward and my mother 
is in comfortable circumstances. Dumpster 
diving is still an important part of my life and 
the lives of my brother and sister. But, thanks to 
our parents and our own motivation, we have 
obtained valuable, moneymaking skills. Our 
schoolmates, in contrast, are even more 
miserable than their parents. Some are in jail, 
mental institutions, or dead. 

I'm not doing this out of pity, however. I'm 
writing this book to line my greedy pockets. 
And I'm going to spill the beans, all the beans, 
so I can make as much money as possible. It's 
time to take the "secret recipe" to market and 
start selling the sauce. 
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What's so great about the fine art? Let me tell 
you about those "golden memories." 

F-O-O-D. My god, did we have food. We had 
two huge freezers stuffed with frozen yummies. 
We had a root cellar filled to bursting with 
canned goods and produce. We had cupboards 
and closets and a fridge stuffed with chow. 
Sometimes Dad would open a closet and jump 
back to avoid a cascade of cans. We had 
emergency stashes of goods in the attic, the 
barn, and carefully buried in the yard, "just in 
case." 

Outside, chickens ran around — laying eggs, 
cackling, awaiting their fate as "chicken ala 
Vernie" or soup. Or both. Waste not, want not. 
Sometimes we had a pig, a goat, ducks, geese or 
other livestock. We favored chickens, however. 
Less work and fun to watch. Animals are a lot of 
responsibility and we often preferred to spend 
our time fishing, hunting, reading, or engaged in 
productive personal hobbies. 

We had a huge garden. Orchards. Herb 
planters. A strawberry patch. Raspberry bushes. 
Gooseberries. For a few years we had hundreds 
of rabbits, but then we went back to chickens. 
We tried mushrooms, too. Every year we tried 
some of the "unusual" produce advertised in 
some corner of the seed catalogs. Experimenting 
with different plants and livestock was some­
thing we had the time and ability to pursue. 

Those of you who are interested in "self-
sufficiency" but think it is out of reach — keep in 
mind that we managed all this on a "visible 
income" that most people couldn't use to 
provide for two people, let alone two older 
adults, three teenagers, assorted cats, dogs, 
parakeets, tropical fish and livestock. Dumpster 
diving was the secret. 

We had so much food we traded it for stuff. 
Even in unexpected circumstances we never 
lacked food and, frequently, made deals with 
neighbors that saved other families from desper­
ate times of need... and provided us with their 
skills or certain goods. Our biggest problem 
with food was concealing the fact that we had so 

much. This was particularly a problem when 
our "visible income" qualified us for food 
stamps, which we accepted and used. 
Remember, when something good is being 
thrown out or given away grab as much as you 
possibly can. That was how I felt about the 
thousands of dollars I received as an 
"impoverished" student striving toward a 
college degree. 

Ah, memories. We had birthday parties that 
were the envy of the whole neighborhood. Each 
of the Hoffman kids had a bike, and frequently 
we had several bikes until we made trades. We 
had a respectable stash of firearms and 
ammunition. We had more good, decent clothes 
than we could wear. Once, as a first grader, I 
told my mom that the new teacher's aide had 
asked me if I had "a pretty scarf for every day of 
the month." It turned out that I did, indeed, have 
more than thirty scarves. 

And all the Hoffman kids excelled in school. 
This was partially because of our parents' help 
and encouragement, but I believe a great deal of 
it was due to the fact that we had several thou­
sand books in the "library room," hundreds of 
various record albums, and a number of musical 
instruments. We had an endless supply of 
drawing paper and materials for art and science 
projects. We had the time and means to pursue 
various extracurricular activities. 

And, throughout everything, my parents 
engaged in various forms of activism and fought 
battles of principle against organized idiocy in 
all its many forms. 

Some neighbors thought God had blessed us 
because my mother was devoted to Him. Others 
thought my father, a veteran of the Pacific Island 
hopping campaign and the Pearl Harbor attack, 
had some kind of incredible survivalist secret. 
The worst of our neighbors — the shrieking, 
hysterical, pity-seeking neuro-bitches — thought 
it was simply because the Hoffmans had three 
kids who were smart, hardworking, and "didn't 
break their mother's heart like worthless, no-
good assholes!" 




