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Introduction



ONE OF MY FONDEST MEMORIES of childhood is playing in my grandmother’s pantry — the smell of the onion bin; the way the air stayed cool, even in the hot summertime. Sometimes the mouthwatering aroma of ham from Sunday dinner wafted out to greet you when you opened the door. The floor space under the bottom shelf made a great cubbyhole for hiding away. There were endless rows of pickles — watermelon rind, green tomato, bread and butter — stacks of colorful jam jars, and rows of mixed vegetables. Granny must have felt rich. In those times, preserving was a necessary economy.


In earliest history, a new age began with the discovery of drying as a way of preserving. How revolutionary to be able to save meat and produce from a time of abundance into the leaner winter months. Around 3000 B.C.E. the Egyptians preserved herbs in their precious olive oils. Fishermen in Biblical times dried their catch in the hot, dry open air. In colonial times, Native Americans shared their methods of drying corn and meat with early European settlers. That help meant the difference between living and dying as winter took its toll.


In the early nineteenth century, Frenchman Nicolas Appert devised a way to preserve food by heating it in a sealed container. From there Louis Pasteur, another Frenchman and scientist, documented sterilization as a way to destroy dangerous microorganisms that spoil food. With these discoveries, preserving food had become a science instead of folklore. The metal can and the glass canning jar were improved. Electricity and the advent of refrigeration soon revolutionized food storage. Refrigeration became so popular that the old methods of preserving the harvest were not widely used.


TIP
To avoid frustrating delays, gather together all the equipment before starting your recipe.


Today’s families often turn to food preservation as an inexpensive and time-saving way to have chemical-free food that prolongs the abundance and flavors of summer. Because I have preserved much of the harvest of seasons past, I can serve almost any condiment, relish, chutney, or fancy pickle from my own pantry — and for far less than the cost at expensive specialty food stores.
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The Big Book of Preserving the Harvest considers all forms of food preservation for today’s busy families. We seldom rely on the methods our grandmothers used because of what we now know about the dangers of bacteria. But we have at our disposal an array of new appliances that make the job of preserving healthy, safe, and simple. Here are the best of Granny’s offerings updated into safe, creative, good-tasting recipes everyone can use.


TIP
Try preserving in small batches, particularly if you are a beginner.


As you might guess, my kitchen is set up for almost any food preservation method, and having the proper equipment makes getting started that much easier. Nothing is more frustrating than realizing in the middle of a recipe that you are lacking a key piece of equipment. The beginner need not invest in every single piece of equipment mentioned in this book, but it’s a good idea to purchase everything you will need for the particular method you choose. The good news is that many of the items mentioned are standard kitchen equipment.


When the harvest is rolling in, my philosophy is to gather either enough produce for one recipe of a canned product — usually four to eight jars, or two recipes of a frozen product — one for dinner that night and one for the freezer. Preserving in small batches does away with the long hours of preparation, and frequently you can complete that evening’s dinner at the same time. Picking small batches assures impeccable freshness.


TIP
Start as early as possible in the day and allow plenty of time.


I hope this idea of preserving in small batches will motivate even the most timid or inexperienced cook to try food preservation. Small batches make more sense for families that may not have the room to store great quantities of preserved food or that may not even own a large freezer.





CHAPTER 1
Choosing Ingredients



ONE OF THE GREATEST JOYS of growing your own produce is to stand in your garden as you are harvesting, in the midst of all your labor, and eat a just-picked tomato still warm from the sun. Nothing compares, whether because of the time you’ve put into it, the experience of seeing something grow out of almost nothing, or the incomparable flavor and juiciness. The same is true of harvesting strawberries and other fruit, sun-sweet, ripe, and ready for shortcake. The flavor and nutritive value of just-picked garden vegetables are far superior to those of the produce you encounter in most supermarkets, and the goal of preserving food you’ve grown yourself or purchased from a local farmer is to lock in that flavor so that you can enjoy it during off seasons.


It’s hard to replicate the satisfaction of growing your own fruits and vegetables, but looking at pantry shelves stocked with preserved produce, ready for the cold season ahead, certainly comes close.


Starting out with the very best ingredients is absolutely essential. Choosing the freshest produce, spices, and herbs helps ensure that your final product will be of the highest quality. I check the garden early every morning to see what is ready. Harvesting early in the day before the sun warms the garden heightens the freshness of your produce and gives you plenty of time to start whatever preserving process you choose. Time is of the essence between the harvest and the processing, so getting organized before you pick your fruits and vegetables is important.



ONLY THE FRESHEST PRODUCE



No book on food preservation would be complete without a word about handling the harvest. You’ll want to use only the very-best-quality fruits and vegetables, since no recipe, however elaborate, can make up for ingredients that are inferior in taste or freshness.


Whether you get them from your garden or a farm stand, choose vegetables that are still young and tender. The older they are, the more fibrous and tough they’re likely to be. Once again, no amount of processing can change the basic qualities of the original produce.


Vegetables and herbs undergo change immediately after they are picked. Their vitamin C content, for instance, begins to decline. If you must wait several hours between harvesting and starting the preserving process, refrigerate your unwashed bounty. If you pick tomatoes or herbs, however, keep them at room temperature — they actually lose flavor at lower temperatures. Stand herbs in a “vase” of water like flowers until you can use them.


An alternative to refrigerating produce is to submerge it in water and ice cubes in your kitchen or laundry sink. This works especially well for short periods of time (one or two hours). When you’re ready to begin preserving, drain the water and rinse off any garden dirt. Several sinkfuls of rinse water may be necessary to get your produce perfectly clean and ready for processing. Winter squash, cucumbers, and other thick-skinned vegetables may need scrubbing with a soft brush. When you’re sure your bounty is clean and ready, dry it on clean towels.
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Stand freshly picked herbs in water until you are ready to use them.




Fruit for Preserving


Pectin, the naturally occurring substance found in the skins and cores of fruit, produces a gel when combined with sugar and additional fruit. While commercial pectin can be added to recipes, the natural pectin in fruit can sometimes produce enough gel for jams and jellies. Underripe fruit contains more pectin than ripe fruit. Listed below are fruits that when underripe contain enough pectin to produce a proper gel.
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FARMER’S MARKET PRODUCE



Most cities and towns have farmer’s markets that provide fresh produce to urban and suburban dwellers. I find walking the aisles of a farmer’s market in spring, late summer, or fall one of life’s greatest pleasures. Each time I do, I’m reminded of the bounty of blessings we have in this country. (If you’re tired of gardening, you can doubly appreciate how much effort has gone into growing the piles of spring asparagus or the mountains of ripe summer tomatoes.) The produce at a farmer’s market is usually better than most grocery store fare because it’s grown locally (or at least regionally) and therefore less time has elapsed between harvest and purchase. I like to eat “close to the earth” and always try to buy produce in season for the region.




Community-Supported Agriculture


One wonderful solution to the dilemma of how to obtain fresh produce without actually gardening yourself is Community-Supported Agriculture. This began 30 years ago in Japan when a group of women realized that more and more of their food was being imported. They organized a group that bought directly from a farmer, inaugurating the system that came to be known as Community-Supported Agriculture (CSA). The Japanese word for CSA is teikei, which means “putting the farmer’s face on food.”


Most CSAs begin with a farmer and sometimes a core group of members, who draw up a budget that includes all farm production costs, including salaries and overhead, for one year’s operation. The total cost is divided by the number of families the farm will provide for, and that determines the cost of one share of the harvest. Each week, shareholders go to the farm or to a pickup site to collect their produce, with one share’s worth enough to feed a family of four for a week. Most CSAs offer half shares, as well, and make arrangements for installment payments. The risk of the harvest is shared by the farmer and the members.


The first CSA in the United States began in Massachusetts in 1985, and since then several thousand more have come into being, across the United States and Canada, many in large cities. Almost all use organic methods; not only do they foster a sense of community in the region, but they also encourage good environmental practices and a strong local economy.







Using In-Season Produce


When you plan menus, try to keep in mind when different fruits and vegetables mature. For example, in a recipe that calls for green spring onions and butternut squash, which mature in autumn, something has come from cold storage or isn’t locally grown. An eggplant purchased in October in the south or a strawberry in February in the northeast has been grown in another part of the world. Some of this produce could possibly be acceptable for eating, but not for preserving. When you buy locally grown fruits and vegetables, you know you are buying fresh, in-season produce.





TIP
Call ahead to reserve just the fresh produce you need for the exact time you need it. Produce-stand owners are often glad to cooperate.


Never go to the farmer’s market in the hottest part of the day, load up your car with beautiful fruits and vegetables, and continue running errands. Produce in a hot car will wilt very quickly, and you’ll defeat your original purpose of preserving fresh foods. If schedules are tight, try taking a cooler with you, pre-iced for storing produce until you can get home.
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To keep fruits and vegetables fresh in a hot car, pack them in a cooler.


Fortunately, some produce cellars, or stores, very nicely. Many root crops, such as carrots, onions, sweet potatoes, and white potatoes, because of how easily they can be stored, are perfectly good much of the year (see chapter 8 on root storage). Do experiment, and you’ll learn the difference between the tastes of a new-crop spring potato and a cold-storage or root-cellared potato.




Planning Ahead


Fruits ripen at their own pace, and you pretty much have to strike at the decisive moment. However, if you know in advance when you will be on vacation, try planting your vegetables so that they will reach maturity when you return from your trip.





SUPERMARKET PRODUCE


Although there may be times when you need to buy supermarket produce to cook for dinner, there is no good reason to do so for preserving. Big business has forever changed the world of agriculture, and the same is true of the way food is marketed. While common sense supports the notion that locally grown food is the best quality and the least expensive, big business has created wholesale markets that buy in huge quantities and then distribute to chain supermarkets throughout the country.


In “supermarket mentality,” foreign-grown produce travels long distances to appear in the bins of your supermarket, while fresh, locally grown produce is left out. In the United States, food travels thousands of miles from its origin before it reaches supermarket shelves, and most U.S. grocers purchase a large percentage of their food from out-of-state sources. Aside from the loss of freshness, foreign-grown fruits and vegetables are often grown under less-stringent controls regarding the use of pesticides.


Another reason for choosing locally grown produce is the higher nutrient content of fresh food. Fruits and vegetables begin to lose vitamins and minerals the moment they are picked. Food that must be shipped thousands of miles contains fewer nutrients by the time it reaches your table than food that was picked 12 hours ago. You can also be more confident that lettuce or apples are indeed chemical-free if they are grown by a local farmer who prides himself on his organic methods than if they are advertised as organic in a grocery store. While organically grown produce has not been proven to contain more nutrients than that grown with chemical pesticides, no one can deny that it’s best to consume untreated food.


Aside from economics and nutrition, the difference in taste, appearance, and scent between fresh-picked fruits and vegetables and those sold in the supermarket is the most persuasive reason to avoid supermarket produce. No one benefits from unappealing produce that lies uneaten in the refrigerator bin. When you consider all the arguments for eating locally grown food, you wonder why anyone would choose the alternative.


TIP
Avoid using waxed supermarket produce for preserving.


Much of the produce sold in supermarkets is coated with a protective wax to help prevent mold during shipping. If produce has wax on it, you can be sure it wasn’t grown locally. Unfortunately, the wax makes it impossible to properly clean the fungicides off the skins. Before you eat or process such foods, always peel off the skin.




Caution! Waxed Produce


One supermarket in North Carolina has a sign over the produce section that reads:
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QUANTITY PER QUART
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NOTES ABOUT OTHER INGREDIENTS



Fruits and vegetables aren’t the only ingredients used in canning, freezing, or drying. Salts and spices provide the extra zing and variety that make preserving a creative endeavor.


SALT


Salt added to canned foods acts as a flavoring. When used for cured meats and seafoods, it is added as a preservative. Be sure to choose the right kind of salt, for many are unacceptable for food preservation.


TIP
Salt is perhaps the only ingredient in your kitchen that can benefit from being stored over or on the stove. Particularly in a humid climate, the warm, dry air from a heated oven will prevent the salt from caking.


Best Choices


Canning salt. Pure sodium chloride, it is the preferred salt to use for processing. You will usually find it in the canning section of hardware and grocery stores. It is also called pickling salt.


Not Recommended


Table salt. This is not the best choice to use for preserving food. It contains a filler that makes it pour easily out of the shaker but will cause cloudiness in the canning process. Also, iodine in table salt can darken foods being canned.


Sea salt. Although it is considered food grade, it is not recommended for preserving because of its high cost and possible mineral content, which can affect the food’s color.


Kosher salt. Originally used in the Jewish ritual of food cleaning, it is also acceptable for food preserving. Today kosher salt is frequently labeled as gourmet salt and is usually coarser in grain than table salt. One pound of kosher salt can measure anywhere from 1½ cups to ⅔ cups.


Must Be Avoided


There are many other kinds of salt on the market, and most should be avoided for food preservation. Solar sea salt should never be used for food preservation. It is produced for use in water purification systems and is not food grade. If used for curing meat, it will actually promote spoilage.


Dairy salt is used as a supplement for animal feed and not for human consumption. Halite salt, used for melting ice and snow, is also unsafe. Avoid salt substitutes for food preservation; they cause preserved food to have an unpleasant aftertaste and are best suited for use at the table.


SPICES AND HERBS


As with the produce itself, you’ll want to choose the finest, freshest, most aromatic herbs and spices available for canning so the final product will be the best.


Spices


Spices age quickly, and using old spices in food preservation is a complete waste of energy. Whole, fresh allspice or this season’s fragrant cinnamon bark enhances the flavor of a splendid jar of watermelon rind pickles, while old spices would add little. Mail-order sources offer an excellent selection of spices and herbs, especially for difficult-to-find varieties. Health food stores frequently sell dried herbs and spices in bulk at prices much lower than those the supermarket charges for small cans and jars.
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TIP
Tie spices in a cheesecloth or muslin bag so they can be removed after the cooking process and before canning. This prevents darkening of the produce and intensifying of the flavor after it’s bottled and sealed.


Whole spices are generally preferred for pickling, although a ground spice may be used for some chutneys and relishes. Generally, canned products with clear liquids call for whole spices because ground spices can cloud the finished product. Whether whole or ground, spices left in canning liquid or vinegar continue to intensify the flavor of the preserved food. Sometimes this is desirable, as well as pretty to look at. As the cook, you’ll have to decide how strong you want the final flavor to be. (See chapter 7 for more on how to make this decision.)


Herbs


Nothing is quite as appealing as a sprig of rosemary or thyme suspended in a bottle of vinegar, or chopped mint leaves in a jar of jelly. Using herbs to ornament and flavor preserved food gives a personalized touch that will distinguish your canned goods from others. Fresh herbs impart less intense flavors than dried ones, but a fresh dill sprig or a plump garlic clove looks great in a jar of pickles.


You can find fresh herbs in most supermarkets, but don’t forget that you can easily grow them, either outdoors or on a sunny windowsill. Growing them indoors in the winter can be very satisfying. I like to use a huge terra-cotta pot and plant several herbs together, such as chives, parsley, oregano, and thyme. These seem to winter over particularly well in a south- or west-facing window. The large pot keeps the soil from drying out as quickly as it does in the little pots you find in sets of three for hanging in your kitchen window. When warm weather returns, you can place the pot outdoors in the sun or plant the herbs directly in soil in a sunny location.


Herbs for preserving can be fresh or dried, but don’t use dried herbs that have been on your shelf for more than six months to a year. Dried herbs lose their flavor quickly when exposed to air, so keep them in airtight containers. (See chapter 3 for herb-drying instructions.)


TIP
Dried herbs and spices are best kept in a cool, dark place. Heat will make their flavors evaporate very quickly. A bouquet of delicate tarragon might look great hanging in your kitchen window, but its essence will dissipate quickly.




Mint


Mint is a prolific grower and one of the easiest herbs to grow outdoors. It doesn’t require a lot of sun and thrives in a damp area, for instance under an outdoor faucet or in a low area of your garden. My mother used to place a brick soaked in water next to a newly planted mint cutting to keep the plant moist until it got over transplant shock. Plant mint in a submerged clay pot outdoors to prevent it from spreading too far and wide.
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Whether you grow your own herbs or purchase fresh herbs at the market, be sure to choose the best and use them right away. If you pick herbs in the morning, when they are covered with dew, you may wash them right away and then lay them on a towel to dry. Herbs grown with heavy mulch may not even need washing. If that’s the case, wait until later in the day to pick them to allow the dew to dry. To choose the freshest herbs in the food market, pick packages that have no condensation to ensure that no mold has formed. Use purchased herbs immediately when you get home.


TIP
Dried herbs are much stronger than fresh herbs, so adjust dried quantities downward by ⅓ to ½ when you’re using them in food preservation.


Choosing Herbs. The herbs that you most like to use in cooking are the herbs to use as flavorings when you preserve other foods. Since the taste of the herb will intensify the longer the preserved food sits, you don’t want to rely on herbs you don’t enjoy. Experiment with an herb by using it in fresh food before you commit your hard-won harvested produce to it.


One of the favorite herbs for flavoring preserved foods, especially cucumbers, is dill. While it is subtle when used fresh in cooking, preserving allows the flavor of dill to emerge and permeate other food around it. The dill plant produces a light yield, but both foliage and seeds can be used for flavoring. The dill flower, or head, can be used in salads or as a garnish.


Use basil in combination with tomatoes for a somewhat sweet flavor. Other herbs that blend well with tomatoes are parsley, oregano, garlic chives, and cilantro, which is especially good in salsas.


Almost any herb can be used alone or in combination with other herbs and spices to flavor vinegar. A simple process, making flavored vinegars requires little in the way of equipment, and the end result makes a stunning gift. Creating your own blends is fun to do, and anyone who dines with you will appreciate the results. See chapter 7 to learn how to make flavored vinegars.



SWEETENERS



Sugar adds to the color, texture, and flavor of foods when used in small amounts for canning, curing, or freezing. With only 16 calories per teaspoon, it is the ingredient almost always called for in the recipes in this book. You’ll want to use “table” sugar, white and refined, from cane or beets. Sugar is a preservative and helps form a gel for jams, jellies, and preserves. If you wish to substitute other forms of sugar or sweeteners, the chart below gives substitutions that do not affect consistency or texture.


ARTIFICIAL SWEETENERS


Aspartame. Because heat destroys the components of this artificial sweetener, it is suitable only for uncooked freezer fruit recipes. (See chapter 4.)


Saccharin. This is used in commercially canned products. It carries a U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) warning label as a possible health hazard. It is not recommended for use in home food preservation.


Sucralose. This heat-stable sweetener offers some promise for preserving.
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THICKENERS



Flour. Some recipes call for flour as a thickening agent. The drawback in using flour this way is that the sauce can be runny if it’s heated too long.


Agar. This natural seaweed product can be used for thickening uncooked sauces. It’s available from health food stores and Asian markets and comes in flakes, powder, or packages of long, thin strands.


TIP
Don’t use potato or wheat flour or regular cornstarch for thickening sauces that you intend to can, freeze, or refrigerate unless a recipe specifically calls for it. They can make the sauce very liquid.


ClearJel. This new cornstarch can be used as a thickener. It is a modified waxy food starch and, when used in canned foods, produces a smooth, heavy-bodied sauce that does not set to a gel upon cooling. ClearJel is resistant to breakdown under high temperatures and low pH conditions. It has no starchy taste and makes a clear thickening agent that gives an excellent sheen to the finished sauce. With ClearJel, canned foods have greater shelf life stability, retain a smooth texture, and show no liquid separation upon storage. Although ClearJel is not recommended for frozen food, it is perfect for canned cream-style corn, soups, sauces, gravies, and pie fillings. Use it like regular cornstarch. If you can’t find it in your area, see Resources on page 331.


WATER


Large amounts of minerals in your water supply can change the finished product of your preserved food. Sulfur and iron will darken foods. Hard water caused by calcium or magnesium carbonate toughens and shrivels vegetables. Don’t ever assume that the heat in a canning process will destroy microorganisms in a questionable water supply. Always have the health department test your water for bacterial levels and mineral content. It may be possible to purify your water supply by boiling, but I prefer to purchase distilled water by the gallon when in doubt. Using purchased distilled water shortens and simplifies the purification step, and rarely is more than a gallon of water needed.



CHOOSING THE PRESERVATION METHOD



Those who are new to food preserving sometimes find that choosing a method is as difficult as the process. Is there a reason to freeze berries but not potatoes? Why go through the bother of pressure canning for tomatoes? Can you dry potatoes?


The method you choose depends on a number of factors, with flavor being among the most important. While nothing can top the taste of a freshly picked strawberry, the preserving method that comes closest is freezing. The same, however, is not true of apples, which are much better when kept in a root cellar. The effect of a preserving method on flavor is a very important consideration.


Safety, of course, is the primary consideration. The acidity of a food will be a determining factor in deciding which process you use. The more acidic a food, the more options you have from which to choose. Most fruits are acidic enough to allow canning using the boiling-water-bath canner, while vegetables canned without the acidity of vinegar will need to be canned with the pressure canner to kill bacteria that could otherwise grow to potentially harmful levels.


The charts on the next pages list most fruits and vegetables, the proper time to harvest, and the preferred method of preservation for each. Throughout the book, each food has been included in the chapter that recommends its best preservation technique. For instance, potatoes are a wonderful root-cellar candidate but a poor choice for canning. Therefore, I’ve included no instructions for canning potatoes in chapter 2. If you don’t see a particular food on the chart in the canning chapter, it probably isn’t ideally preserved in that particular fashion. However, some vegetables, such as carrots, are good root-cellar candidates as well as excellent for canning and freezing. You’ll find carrots in all three chapters.



PRESERVING METHODS FOR FRUITS & VEGETABLES



[image: Image]


[image: Image]


[image: Image]


[image: Image]





CHAPTER 2
Canning



SINCE THE DAWN OF TIME, people have wanted to preserve food to stave off hunger when fresh food was not available. For hunter-gatherers, a successful hunt meant food for the moment, but keeping a supply at hand was difficult during the warm weather. Necessity caused prehistoric families to invent an organized approach to smoking, salting, and drying to preserve their food.


A BRIEF HISTORY OF CANNING


For centuries, the ancient Egyptians preserved foodstuffs in olive oils and made precious, soothing cosmetics from herbs to protect their skin from the power of the sun. Fruits such as figs, abundant in Mediterranean civilizations, were left in the hot sun. Under hot, dry conditions, moisture in the figs evaporated rapidly, and someone noticed that the figs that were dried out didn’t spoil as quickly. Today we know that low levels of moisture in foods limit the growth of bacteria and microorganisms that cause spoilage.


In the late eighteenth century, when France was in economic and military shambles, the lack of supplies and fresh food for the troops caused scurvy and malnutrition. In 1795, the French government announced a prize of 12,000 francs to any patriot who could invent a new way of preserving food for longer periods of time. Nicolas Appert, a chef, winemaker, brewer, distiller, and confectioner by trade, took up the challenge and experimented with various methods and equipment. It took him 14 years of experimentation, but in 1810, Appert accepted his prize from the French army for inventing a safe and practical method of preserving food. He stressed the use of airtight glass containers and insisted that applying heat to the filled container eliminated the air, essentially creating a vacuum that kept food from spoiling. He sealed his wide-mouthed glass containers with corks and placed them in boiling water. Although he did not know why this method worked, he was successful in preserving more than 50 types of food. His thesis, “The Art of Preserving All Animal and Vegetable Substances for Several Years,” was published in 1810 and translated into English in 1811. He was the first to can food commercially, but his factory near Paris was destroyed during the Napoleonic wars.


Peter Durand, an Englishman who had access to Appert’s thesis, obtained a patent for using iron and tin to make cans for preserving food. By 1818, the British navy and army utilized the method, which Durand patented under the name “tin canister.” Later refinements were made, and “tin canister” was shortened to “can.”


In America in 1858, John Mason invented the glass jar with a threaded top, which replaced the cork-stoppered jars. The early history of home canning culminated in 1874, when A. J. Shriver, also an American, invented a pressure canner for home use.


PASTEURIZING FOODS


In 1857, when Louis Pasteur refined the process of preserving food by applying heat to destroy the microbes that caused spoilage, he accomplished the same thing that home canners do today. Regardless of which canning method you use, the principle behind it is the same: to destroy microorganisms that cause food to spoil and to create a vacuum in which remaining bacteria cannot grow.


Clostridium botulinum grows in the absence of air (oxygen 2 percent) and the absence of acidity in a moist environment between 40° and 120°F. Although Clostridium botulinum is present on fresh food, the conditions are not right for it to be harmful while the food is still fresh. But when the fresh food is canned and the proper conditions do exist for the bacteria to grow, the food could be harmful if the canning process was not properly carried out.


This is the axis upon which all canning principles turn. The acidity of produce is the determining factor in choosing which final canning process (boiling-water bath or pressure canner) must be used to make the food safe to eat. See the discussions of canning safety found on pages 29, 31, 35, and 47.


TIP
Never use recycled commercial jars for canning. They are not strong enough and can easily break in the canning process.


CONTAINERS AND EQUIPMENT


The cork-stoppered, widemouthed, handblown canning jars used by Nicolas Appert in 1810 have been replaced by a wide variety of jars. You can choose half-pint, pint, and quart jars; widemouthed pickle and jelly jars; and small-mouthed jars for mixed vegetables, soups, and main dishes. Whether you are using large widemouthed jars for canning whole cucumbers or small jars for grape jelly, you need to use the right kind of jars and lids.


JARS AND LIDS


Recycling commercial glass jars, such as mayonnaise or pickle jars, for use in home canning may sound practical, especially with today’s emphasis on conserving resources. But if you do, you’re jeopardizing the preserving process and risking injury. Jars containing commerical products are not the same sturdy quality as jars made specifically for canning and may not be able to withstand the lengthy exposure to the high temperatures of the boiling-water bath or the high pressure of pressure canning methods.


Commercial jars can shatter, destroying your food and possibly causing you or others in your kitchen injury. Although the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) allows the reuse of commercial jars in boiling-water-bath processing, I do not recommend it. The last thing you want is to risk ruining the fruits or vegetables by placing them in jars that might break.


Clean, glass canning jars, free of chips and cracks, are the only containers you should use for canning. Each jar must have a two-piece lid that consists of a new metal vacuum lid and a new or used metal screw ring. These are the only acceptable lids to use. Only canning jars and lids manufactured especially for the purpose fill this requirement.
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Avoid using recycled commercial glass jars for canning.


Although jars of other sizes are available, the half-pint, pint, and quart-size jars are the ones most recipes call for and fit best into most home canners. Make sure that you match your recipe requirements with the jar size before you get started. This affects quantity-to-jar ratio as well as processing time. Half-gallon jars can be used for juice canning, and you can consult your county agent for processing times for them.
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Appropriate canning jars must be free of chips and cracks.


Your finished product will determine the kind of jar to use. Widemouthed jars are absolutely essential for foods that are packed whole, such as pickled peaches or cucumbers, whereas relishes or jams can easily be ladled into the small-mouthed jars. Follow recipe requirements for jars carefully and use good judgment.
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TIP
Be sure to choose the correct-size jar for your recipe, as processing time and quantity-to-jar ratio can be affected.


In canning, the screw ring holds the vacuum lid in place and, unlike the vacuum lid, it can be used year after year. Twenty-four hours after the canning process, when the jars have thoroughly cooled, remove the metal screw rings from the jars before storing your canned goods in the pantry. Metal screw rings left on jars may rust. If a screw ring is stuck or stubborn, don’t force it and risk breaking a seal, but rather leave the ring in place. Under no circumstances should you tighten the screw ring further after processing. This action could break the seal and leave the food vulnerable to spoilage.
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Components of a canning jar lid


There are new jars available with differently styled lids that can be used for home canning. While some are quite attractive, don’t buy any of them unless they include specific processing instructions that meet USDA guidelines.


Antique jars with porcelain-lined zinc caps are available at flea markets, and new rubber rings to fit them are available commercially. However, I don’t recommend using them for modern home canning. It is heartbreaking to have half your recipe not seal properly because of the equipment. Rather than taking a chance, use new canning jars or reuse last year’s jars, but always buy new lids.


Old glass jars with bailed-wire seals and rubber rings with glass lids, which look pretty, are also not recommended for use in boiling-water baths or pressure canning. If they are clean, in good condition, and free of chips, these jars can be used for refrigerator storage of fancy sauces and fruits, or for dried products.


Tin cans are not widely used today, as they are difficult to find and unwieldy to use. Special sealing equipment for the cans is also required. The commercial cans we now call “tin” are really made of aluminum.


Regardless of which type of canning jars you use, they must be short enough for the water bath to cover them by 2 inches before the water boils. An additional 2 inches of “pot space” is needed after the boiling begins, so plan to use jars that are at least 4 inches shorter than the height of your canner.


TIP
Use antique jars to enhance your kitchen or pantry or as canisters for storing pasta, dried beans, or rice — but don’t use them for canning!



BOILING-WATER BATH



The boiling-water bath is a process that submerges packed canning jars of highly acidic, raw, or blanched food in boiling water long enough for every particle of food to reach a certain temperature. Jars of food are often densely packed, and unless the jars are exposed to the high temperatures of the boiling water long enough, the food in the centers of the jars won’t reach the same temperature as food closer to the outsides of the jars. The food needs to reach a temperature that is high enough to kill the molds, yeasts, and bacteria that cause food to spoil. The boiling-water-bath method also drives out any air in the jar, including air in the food itself, creating a vacuum that causes the rubber-coated lid to form a seal.


Only food that is highly acidic can be canned with a boiling-water bath. Clostridium botulinum, the bacterium that causes botulism, the lethal food poisoning, exists in the soil and is always on fresh foods, though not in dangerous quantities. For this bacterium to grow to a potentially fatal level, it requires a vacuum and a nonacidic environment. It becomes harmful only when food is improperly canned. Among the highly acidic foods that are suitable for canning using the boiling-water-bath method are pickles; relishes; chutneys with vinegar; most fruits; and heavily sweetened spreads, such as jams, jellies, butters, and preserves.


Boiling-Water-Bath Equipment


Ideally, a newly purchased 21- or 33-quart boiling-water-bath canner with lid and jar rack is the piece of equipment of choice. The better ones are made of aluminum or porcelain-covered steel. The most expensive but durable ones are made of stainless steel. There are also many appropriate alternatives. Any large pot with a lid can be substituted as long as it is at least 4 inches higher than the jars (deep enough to allow 2 inches of water to cover the jars plus the 2 inches of “boiling room”). You will need a wire rack for the bottom to hold jars away from the direct heat and from each other to prevent cracking. In lieu of a rack, you can use towels between the jars to prevent breakage during the canning process, just as Nicolas Appert did in nineteenth-century France. Connect metal screw rings with twist ties to lift the toweled jars off the bottom of the pot.




Standard Equipment for Canning


Having all the equipment on hand and ready to use will make canning easier and help you feel more confident. If you have extra measuring cups and spoons, keep them handy, too.


Canning jars with screw rings


New rubber-edged vacuum lids


Jar lifter or tongs


Boiling-water-bath canner or pressure canner


Canning funnel


Kitchen timer


Teakettle


Clean kitchen towels


Large wooden and slotted spoons


Nonmetallic spatula or wooden chopstick to remove bubbles


Soft scrub brush


Sieve


Colander


Paring and chopping knives


Measuring cups and spoons


Large bowls


Food processing equipment (grinders, slicers, blender, or food processor)


Heavy potholders or mitts


Food scale


Magnetic wand to lift lids from hot water





A pressure canner, though usually small, can also be used for a boiling-water-bath canner. When using it for the boiling-water-bath process, however, do not lock the lid and make sure the petcock is wide open.


[image: image]


A boiling-water-bath canner


PRESSURE CANNING


Because some foods lack high acidity, the bacteria are free to grow in the vacuum created by canning. Using a pressure canner exposes these low-acid foods to high temperatures (240°F), which will sterilize the food by destroying the toughest microorganisms, including the bacteria that cause botulism. Low-acid foods include all vegetables (except tomatoes); meats; seafoods; and all mixtures, such as soups. Only vegetable products with a high vinegar content, such as pickles and sauerkraut, do not require processing with a pressure canner.
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Wire rack used in boiling-water-bath canner


Pressure Canner Equipment


Don’t confuse a pressure canner with a pressure cooker. A pressure cooker is not as reliable as a pressure canner in maintaining proper pressure and is not recommended for use in canning.
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Pressure canner


A 16- to 22-quart-size pressure canner is ideal. Check the petcock and safety valve opening of your pressure canner before each canning season begins. You can clean the petcock and safety valve easily by passing an ice pick or string through the holes to free them of food bits and other matter. Wash the valve in hot soapy water and set it out to dry.


There are two types of pressure canners, weighted and dial gauge. Weighted gauge models regulate pressure precisely, and they don’t need to be checked annually for accuracy, as dial gauge canners do. They are also less fragile than dial gauge canners.




Unsafe Canning Methods


You may hear of canning methods used by previous generations that are no longer recommended. They may not produce tainted food every time, but even a small risk should be avoided. After all, the consequences could prove deadly. Do not use the following canning methods.


Atmospheric Steam Canner. Not considered proper equipment for canning; it cannot produce the high temperatures necessary to destroy dangerous bacteria.


Open-Kettle Canning. Once the preferred method, open-kettle canning is now considered dangerous. If an old recipe calls for packing boiling-hot foodstuffs in clean sterilized jars, beware. Bacteria and mold can get inside the food or the jar at any point in the process. Even if the jars should seal, the temperatures are often not raised high enough for long enough periods of time to create the vacuum and properly process the food. Don’t process jams and jellies by open-kettle canning in combination with paraffin wax seals. The USDA recommends that a boiling-water bath be used for processing all jams and jellies.


Conventional oven, microwave, or dishwasher. These methods are not safe.
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Petcock


The single advantage of dial gauge over weighted gauge canners is that because each pound of pressure is marked on the dial, you can increase the pressure in increments of 1 pound. This is essential for pressure canning at high altitudes.
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Weighted gauge


Dial gauge canners should be checked annually for accuracy. If the gauge is high by more than 1 pound at 5, 10, or 15 pounds of pressure, overprocessing can result. It also indicates that the overall accuracy of the gauge is un-reliable. Dial gauge canners may be checked at most Cooperative Extension offices.
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Dial gauge




Converting Granny’s Recipes


If your favorite recipe is left over from Granny’s time, it is still possible to enjoy it safely today if you use modern methods. Frequently, that simply means adjusting the pack method from merely hot packing and hoping jars will seal to adding a short boiling-water bath as is done in some pickle recipes. As long as the product is acidic enough, as in pickles with plenty of vinegar, this is possible. But never rely on this method with low-acid foods, including all seafoods, vegetables (except tomatoes), and meats. They must be canned in a pressure canner even if there is one low-acid ingredient in the recipe — for instance, tomato soup with corn in it.


All canning revolves around the axis of acidity — low or high. Low-acid food, as stated — all seafoods, vegetables, and meats, or combinations — must be pressure canned to kill harmful bacteria. See pages 24,28, and 33 for discussions of this. High-acid foods, such as pickles, fruit spreads, relishes, and chutney, can be canned in a boiling-water-bath canner. The vinegar and fruit acid in these foods make them acidic enough to preserve by that method.


You can also get information on canning from your county Cooperative Extension office. In some cases, if you add enough vinegar to a low-acid food, such as black-eyed-pea salsa, it can be safe to use the boiling-water-bath canner. (If you put it in a pressure canner to kill bacteria, you would have mush, or at best baby food.) Consult your local Cooperative Extension office before adapting old recipes for today’s methods.


A foolproof method to test acidity (pH) is to dip a strip of litmus paper, available at drugstores, into a sample of the liquid (then discard the sample). A reading of below 4.0 is required to ensure proper acidity and canning safety. It is better to over-compensate than undercompensate where acidity is concerned.
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