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THERE ARE SO MANY 
mysteries in our daily lives that we 
need to solve: why nobody in my house 
understands that you don’t dip the jelly 
knife back into the peanut butter jar, or 
why I’m the only one who knows how 
to replenish the toilet paper. Mysteries 
abound all around us, but buying in bulk 
shouldn’t be one of them. 

A key aspect of buying in bulk is that food 
co-ops welcome shoppers who aren’t 
members. If you decide to join, the fee is 
affordable and broken into installments. 
I’m lucky enough to live near The 
Willimantic Food Co-op at 91 Valley 
Street, Willimantic, CT.  The Co-op began 
in the basement of St. Paul’s Church as 
the Willimantic Buyers Club in the early 
70’s, giving members a way to save 
money by buying food in bulk. Today, the 
Co-op’s bulk section boosts a multitude 
of items such as flour, oats, nuts, beans, 
coffee, tea, olive oil, spices and much 
more. It can be a bit overwhelming for 
bulk food shopping newbies, but the staff 
at the Co-op are incredibly helpful and 
kind, so don’t be afraid to ask for help.

WHY BUY IN BULK? 
Here are just a few of the benefits 
awaiting you at your local Co-op: 

SAVING MONEY: When buying in bulk 
you’re not paying for packaging, labeling 
and advertising, saving you about 30 
percent. Spices, herbs and teas are 
much cheaper - almost one-fifth the 
price of pre-packaged - but you can also 
enjoy some terrific savings on items like 
nuts, seeds, rice, oats, and olive oil.

https://www.willimanticfood.coop/
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SAVING THE ENVIRONMENT: 
Bring your own containers 
to refill, lessening 
your impact on the 
environment. Washing 
and sterilizing a glass 
container uses much less 
energy than making a 
new one, and glass jars 
keep food fresher than 
packaged food…and the 
amount of packaging 
waste is reduced. 

PRO TIP: The Co-op has 
glass jars you can buy, or 
you can use inexpensive 
jars that you’ve picked up 
at flea markets or garage 
sales. There are also 
reusable cloth bags that 
you can purchase, or use 
the compostable paper 
bags the Co-op provides.

LESS FOOD WASTE: Buying 
in bulk at the Co-op is not 

like shopping at Costco. 
You can buy exactly 
what you want - and in 
quantities that you will 
consume. The Co-op buys 
its products in bulk, so the 
savings are passed on to 
you. For those occasions 
when you want to try 
something new, you can 
purchase a small quantity 
of that exotic spice, or 
specialty loose tea you’ve 

always wanted to try, 
without wasting food or 
money. 

ENSURING FRESHNESS: 
Freshness does affect 
flavor, and when buying 
all-natural or organic 
products you want to 
make sure you’re getting 
the freshest ingredients. 
In the bins you can see 
and smell the product, 
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“Spices, herbs 
and teas are 
much cheaper 
- almost one-
fifth the price of 
pre-packaged 
- but you can 
also enjoy some 
terrific savings 
on items like 
nuts, seeds, 
rice, oats, and 
olive oil.”
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something you can’t do in 
pre-packaged products, 
so there are no surprises 
when you open that 
package at home. The 
Co-op understands what 
products their members 
are buying and will rotate 
through products faster 
to ensure that you’re 
getting the highest-quality 
ingredients.

So what’s it like to 
actually shop in bulk? 
When you walk into 
the Co-op, the aroma 
of spices and coffee 
greet you at the door, 
invitingly pulling you 
in. Bulk Foods Manager 
Avery Gratton explains 
the Co-op’s philosophy 
on buying bulk; “It’s all 

about the ingredients first 
and foremost. No corn 
syrup, no preservatives, 
all natural and organic, 
and it’s about giving the 
co-op members what they 
like, while keeping their 
pockets in mind as well.” 
You can tell they take 
this philosophy seriously 
when you walk through 
the aisles of colorful and 
aromatic bins. You can 
see and smell the quality. 
The Co-op’s tiny back 
office is a hive of activity, 
with customers poking a 
head in to ask a question, 
people popping in and out, 
and the music of ringing 
phones. I chatted up Avery 
(and other Co-op team 
members) about favorite 
bulk items, and got 
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“When you 
walk into 
the Co-op, 
the aroma 
of spices 
and coffee 
greet you 
at the door, 
invitingly 
pulling you 
in.”
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enthusiastic responses. 
Avery gushed over Oolong 
tea, explaining that loose 
tea is one of the most 
underrated items in bulk. 
It’s not only cost-effective 
if you drink a lot of tea, but 
the blends that they have 
in stock are delightful. 
Another favorite of Avery’s 
is balsamic vinegar. “It’s the 
real deal,” she explained. 
“People also rave about 
the organic almond butter 
that you grind yourself. It’s 
not only tasty, but cost-
effective too: the 16-ounce 
pre-packaged jar costs 
$18.99, where the fresh 
ground is $13.49.”

Kombucha tea on tap is 
also a top seller; the Co-op 
goes through 200 pounds 
of it a week. That’s a lot of 
fermenting going on! The 
Co-op carries Aqua ViTea 
from Middlebury, Vermont. 

Flavors vary: you can 
try elderberry, turmeric, 
blueberry, and ginger. Bring 
your growlers, mugs, or 
any container and fill up.

Because spices have a 
limited shelf life, it’s best 
to buy what you use - 
whether it’s a pinch, a 
pound, or anywhere in 
between. Buying what 
you need for spices 
and herbs will save you 
money. For example, the 
supermarket’s Simply 
Organic Cinnamon is 
$42.40 per lb., while the 
Co-op’s Frontier Cinnamon 
is $9.00/lb. That’s a 
whopping savings of 
$33.40 per pound (for a 
fresher product). 

Some top sellers that 
move quickly are walnuts, 
oats and olive oil. The oat 
selection is vast; quick 

oats, steel cut, and thick 
cut are available in both 
organic and conventional 
varieties. Feeling hungry? 

Check out our recipe for 
granola - and our bulk 
versus pre-packaged price 
comparison. It’s delicious, 
and easy on your wallet.

A favorite pick from 
Chris Dubis, the Co-op’s 
Wellness Manager, is the 
Double Zero pizza flour. 
Chris explained that it’s 

a specialty item that you 
don’t find in your typical 
grocery store and it makes 
the best pizza dough. 
Chris also enthusiastically 
recommended the 
Forbidden Black Rice. 
“Once you try it, you’ll want 
to buy it again and again.” 
Chris added with a slight 
shrug, “The story is that 
the rice was reserved for 
the Emperor in ancient 
China and forbidden to 
anyone else.” Of course, 
I had to try it - and loved 
it. The rice is a beautiful 
black color that is dense, 
nutty and substantial, 
slightly higher in fiber 
and protein, and lower in 
calories than brown rice. 
Since it’s a whole grain, it’s 
also more nutritious than 
white rice - and the flavor 
will keep you coming back 
for more.

“...food co-
ops welcome 
shoppers 
who aren’t 
members.”



CTFOODANDFARM.COM 29

READY TO BUY BULK BUT NOT SURE WHERE TO START? 
These tips will have you shopping the Co-op like a pro:

• If you’re bringing your own 
containers, make sure they are 
clean and - if possible - weigh them 
beforehand to get the tare weight 
(this is the weight of a container 
when it is empty).  When checking-
out, the cashiers will need to 
subtract the tare weight from the 
weight of the food. The Co-op has 
scales in the bulk aisle, but if you 
forget to weigh them, the staff are 
amazing at knowing a container’s 
weight. I will often take one of the 
stickers the Co-op provides to note 
the Price Look-Up number (PLU) 
number, and write the weight of the 
container on that as well.

• The PLU number is used by the 
cashiers to look up the product and 
the price per pound. Make sure 
to write the PLU number on your 
container; it also helps to write 
the product name in case there’s a 
number mix-up.

• When filling a spice bottle from 
a jar with a spoon, take a spoon 
from the Clean Spoons bin, and 
after scooping, place it in the Used 
Spoons bin. The Co-op has spice 

bottles for sale in the spice aisle, or 
there are small plastic bags for your 
convenience. 

• The maple syrup, olive oil, vinegar, 
and honey will have a spout that 
you can use to pour the liquid into 
your container. The Co-op provides 
funnels to help aid you in filling your 
jars or containers. (The funnels are 
a godsend).

• Spills happen, and errant rice or bits 
of flour can escape, but don’t panic. 
Just ask the staff for help and they 
will be glad to assist you.

• There are other bulk items for 
sale at the Co-op that are not 
food-related. There are dog treats, 
shampoo, bars of high quality-cut 
soap (a must is “That Co-op Smell”), 
laundry soap, and more. The Co-
op also has a pre-order system 
for folks who go through a lot of 
flour, oats, and other items; you can 
purchase bags ranging from 11 to 
50 pounds. Bonus: regular members 
get a 15 percent discount on the 
price. Working members receive a 
25 percent discount.
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The benefits of shopping in bulk and 
supporting your local food co-op are 
many, but one of the most important 
is the connections we have with our 
community, the food that we eat, and 
the shared interest of doing something 
good for the earth. Friendships are 
made at the Willimantic Food Co-op; 
the staff are kind and helpful, and 
you’re more than likely to strike up 
a conversation with the person next 
to you filling up their container of 
forbidden rice, Kombucha tea, or the 
multitude of other items that are extra-
fresh and cost-effective. Plan your visit 
to the Co-op, which is open Monday-
Sunday from 8 am-8 pm, by visiting 
www.willimanticfood.coop. 

Looking for another 
Connecticut storefront 
food cooperative to check 
out? Visit Fiddleheads Food 
Cooperative at 13 Broad Street, 
New London, CT 06320. 

https://www.willimanticfood.coop/
http://www.fiddleheadsfood.coop/
http://www.fiddleheadsfood.coop/

