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Lars Eighner was born in Corpus Christi, Texas, in 1946, and he later studied at the University of Texas. He worked as an 

attendant and ward worker in a mental institution from 1980 to 1987 before finding himself homeless for three years. Travels 

with Lizbeth (1993), the book that includes“ On Dumpster Diving,” recounts these years. It began as letters to friends explaining 

his circumstances and evolved into a series of essays on equipment that he had found in the garbage. Eighner later sent the 

essays to the Three Penny Review for publication. “On Dumpster Diving” shows Eighner’s uniquely powerful insights and 

unconventional, yet elegant, prose style, which is similar in some ways to the nineteenth-century fiction he enjoys.  

  

…I began Dumpster diving about a year before I became homeless.  

I prefer the term “scavenging” and use the word “scrounging” when I mean to be obscure. I 

have heard people, evidently meaning to be polite, using the word “foraging,” but I prefer to reserve 

that word for gathering nuts and berries and such which I do also according to the season and the 

opportunity. “Dumpster diving” seems to me to be a little too cute and, in my case, inaccurate, because I 

lack the athletic ability to lower myself into the Dumpsters as the true divers do, much to their increased 

profit.   

I like the frankness of the word “scavenging,” which I can hardly think of without picturing a big 

black snail on an aquarium wall. 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.  

While my dog Lizbeth and I were still living in the house on Avenue B in Austin, as my savings ran 

out, I put almost all of my sporadic income into rent. The necessities of daily life I began to extract from 

Dumpsters. Yes, we ate from Dumpsters. Except for jeans, all my clothes came from Dumpsters. Boom 

boxes, candles, bedding, toilet paper, medicine, books, a typewriter, change sometimes amounting to 

many dollars: I have acquired many things from the Dumpsters…  

Many affluent college students inhabit the area I frequent. I am not here by chance; the 

Dumpsters in this area are very rich. Students throw out many good things, including food. In particular, 

they tend to throw everything out when they move at the end of a semester, before and after breaks, 

and around midterm when many of them despair of college. So I find it advantageous to keep an eye on 

the academic calendar… Students throw out canned goods and staples at the end of semesters and 

when they give up college at midterm. Drugs, spirits, and the like are often discarded when parents are 

expected—Dad’s day, for example. And spirits also turn up after big party weekends, presumably 

discarded by the newly reformed. Wine and spirits, of course, keep perfectly well even after opened…  

I learned to scavenge gradually, on my own. Since then I have initiated several companions into 

the trade. I have learned that there is a predictable series of stages a person goes through in learning to 

scavenge.   



At first, the new scavenger is filled with disgust and self-loathing. He is ashamed of being seen 

and may lurk around, trying to duck behind things, or he may try to dive at night… Every grain of rice 

seems to be a maggot. Everything seems to stink. He can wipe the egg yolk off the found can, but he 

cannot erase the stigma of eating garbage out of his mind.  

That stage passes with experience. The scavenger finds a pair of running shoes that fit, 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, Dumpster shyness begins to dissipate. The diver, after 

all, has the last laugh. He is finding all manner of good things, which are his for the taking. Those who 

disparage his profession are the fools, not he.   

He may begin to hang onto some perfectly good things for which he has neither a use nor a 

market. Then he begins to take note of the things which are not perfectly good but are nearly so. He 

mates a Walkman with broken earphones and one that is missing a battery cover. He picks up things, 

which he can repair. At this stage, he may become lost and never recover. Dumpsters are full of things 

of some potential value to someone and of things, which never have intrinsic value but are interesting. 

All the Dumpster divers I have known come to the point of trying to acquire everything they touch. Why 

not take it, they reason, since it is all free. This is, of course, hopeless. Most divers come to realize that 

they must restrict themselves to items of relatively immediate utility. But in some cases the diver simply 

cannot control himself. I have met several of these packrat types. Their ideas of the values of various 

pieces of junk verge on the psychotic. Every bit of glass may be a diamond, they think, and all that 

glistens, gold…   

Occasionally a find tells a story. Dumpster things are often sad—abandoned teddy bears, 

shredded wedding books, despaired-of sales kits. I find many pets lying in state in Dumpsters. Although I 

hope to get off the streets so that Lizbeth can have a long and comfortable old age, I know this hope is 

not very realistic. So I suppose when her time comes she too will go into a Dumpster. I will have no 

better place for her...    

Silly vanities also come to rest in the Dumpsters. I am a rather accomplished needle worker. I 

get a lot of materials from the Dumpsters. Evidently, sorority girls, hoping to impress someone, perhaps 

themselves, with their mastery of a womanly art, buy a lot of embroider-by-number kits, work a few 

stitches horribly, and eventually discard the whole mess. I pull out their stitches, turn the canvas over, 

and work original designs. Do not think I refrain from chuckling as I make original gifts from these kits.  

I find diaries and journals. I have often thought of compiling a book of literary found objects. 

And perhaps I will one day. But what I find is hopelessly commonplace and bad without being, even 

unconsciously, camp. College students also discard their papers. I am horrified to discover the kind of 

paper which now merits an “A” in an undergraduate course. I am grateful, however, for the number of 

good books and magazines the students throw out…   

Dumpster diving is outdoor work, often surprisingly pleasant. It is not entirely predictable; 

things of interest turn up every day and some say there are finds of great value. I am always very 

pleased when I can turn up exactly the thing I most wanted to find. Yet in spite of the element of 

chance, scavenging more than most other pursuits tends to yield returns in some proportion to the 



effort and intelligence brought to bear. It is very sweet to turn up a few dollars in change from a 

Dumpster that has just been gone over by a wino.  

The land is now covered with cities. The cities are full of Dumpsters. I think of scavenging as a 

modern form of self-reliance. In any event, after ten years of government service, where everything is 

geared to the lowest common denominator, I find work that rewards initiative and effort refreshing. 

Certainly, I would be happy to have a sinecure again, but I am not heartbroken not to have one 

anymore.  

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 by. I have come to think that there is no value in the abstract. A thing I cannot use 

or make useful, perhaps by trading, has no value however fine or rare it may be. I mean useful in a 

broad sense—so, for example, some art I would think useful and valuable, but other art might be 

otherwise for me. I was shocked to realize that some things are not worth acquiring, but now I think it is 

so. Some material things are white elephants that eat up the possessor’s substance.  

The second lesson is of the transience of material being. This has not quite converted me to a 

dualist, but it has made some headway in that direction. I do not suppose that ideas are immortal, but 

certainly mental things are longer-lived than other material things. Once I was the sort of person who 

invests material objects with sentimental value. Now I no longer have those things, but I have the 

sentiments yet.   

Many times in my travels, I have lost everything but the clothes I was wearing and Lizbeth. The 

things I find in Dumpsters, the love letters and ragdolls of so many lives, remind 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.  

Anyway, I find 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 what we have came 

from. Between us are the rat-race millions who have confounded their selves with the objects they 

grasp and who nightly scavenge the cable channels looking for they know not what. I am sorry for them 


