

[image: cover]




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.




The Essential

DEHYDRATOR

From Dried Mushroom Risotto to Grilled Tuna with Papaya Chutney, 
More Than 100 Recipes Bursting with Fresh Flavor



SUSAN PALMQUIST and JILL HOUK




[image: ]


Dedication

To my mother, Donna Yule, who taught me to cook at the age of ten and encouraged me to become a professional chef.

—Jill Houk


Introduction

Welcome to the wonderful world of dehydration. Not only is it one way that food can be preserved for later enjoyment, but it’s going to get you thinking about a new way of cooking! You’ll find yourself using such things as dried cherries, papaya, and even seafood. Dehydrated food can be stored for a long time, saving you money and shelf space, and it can add new and exciting flavors to your dishes.

Once you begin preserving food this way, it’s tough to stop because you see so many possibilities. Before you know it, it’s a new hobby. You’ll also find that you can use a dehydrator for other things besides drying foods. You can make your own yogurt or use the dehydrator to get homemade bread to rise. How cool is that? You can make homemade granola and energy bars at a fraction of the cost of store-bought ones—plus, you’ll know what’s in them. And if you’re budget-minded, you can dry leftover foods for long-term storage. The possibilities are endless!

WHAT WILL YOU FIND IN THIS BOOK?

To kick things off, we’ll explain how dehydrating works and what to look for when you buy a machine. You’ll also learn how to prepare foods for dehydration. Best of all, we’ll guide you through the steps needed to rehydrate them so they’re ready for eating or using in recipes.

Next, we’ll take you through the process of dehydrating vegetables, fruits, meats, fish, herbs, and dairy products. Finally, in the last part of this book, you’ll find gourmet recipes: everything from appetizers to main dishes to desserts. These recipes will have you rethinking dried foods. They’re for dishes that you can find in some of the top restaurants in the country, yet easy enough for the at-home cook to put together any night of the week.

Okay, roll up your sleeves, turn on the dehydrator, and let’s get started!


PART I

Learn the Basics

In this section you’ll find everything you need to know about dehydrating foods. Even if you’ve never dried something before or never used a dehydrator, don’t worry because by the time you get to the end of this part, you’ll be an expert.


CHAPTER 1

What Is Dehydration?

Not only have humans been hunting and gathering food since time began; we’ve also been preserving it. There’s nothing new about prolonging the shelf life of the foods we grow or buy. By drying foods we ensure there’s always something available in the cupboard that’s good and nutritious to eat. If you’ve never thought about drying foods before, once you discover how fun it is you may never go back to canning or freezing food again.

There’s an excellent chance that one of your ancestors used to dry things like fruits and vegetables. In fact, it’s the oldest method of preserving food. Early civilizations harnessed the sun and wind to dry berries, roots, and even grasses. Native American tribes and early American settlers dried foods in order to survive both droughts and harsh winters.

Dehydration might sound complicated, but the process is an easy one. Foods have high water content. When you dry food you remove most of this water, which stops the growth of organisms such as yeast, enzymes, and bacteria, all of which lead to spoilage. Fruits and vegetables consist of about 80–95 percent water and meats are 50–75 percent water. Dehydration takes their water content down to around 10 percent while leaving most of the full nutritional value of the food intact. Dehydration also acts as a natural food preservative.

WHY DEHYDRATE?

But, you may be saying, what about canning? What about freezing? What’s wrong with these methods of preservation? Here are some reasons why many people choose drying over the other methods of food preservation.


	
Less time and skill required. If you’ve ever tried canning and given up because things didn’t turn out as planned, take comfort: Dehydrating foods is a lot easier and less time consuming. Even if you’ve never done it before, dehydrating is a skill you can quickly learn and, indeed, become an expert at. And let’s be honest—who really wants to spend time canning foods in the middle of summer when your kitchen already feels as if it’s 110°F? Using a dehydrating machine produces very little heat so you won’t lose your cool even if it’s 90°F outside and you’re running the machine all day.

	
Less storage space needed. The era of living in oversized houses is gone, and these days many of us have moved into smaller homes. Maybe your grown children have moved back with you or your family’s had a recent young addition. Either way we need to make the most of the space we have. The last thing we want to do is fill shelves with canned foods or even a chest freezer taking up valuable feet in the basement or garage. Dehydrating shrinks foods down to one-tenth of their original size, so a pound of carrots can easily fit into a small jar. If you have a small kitchen or limited storage space, dehydration is for you.

	
Capture flavor when it’s at its freshest. One of the best things about summer is the abundance and variety of produce. However, a major drawback is when it’s hot and humid the food spoils quickly and you can only eat so much of it. Dehydrating allows you to have the best of both worlds.

	
Make preservation pay off. We all love to eat something tasty and sweet in between meals. When you dehydrate fruits, their flavors not only become more concentrated but they get sweeter and therefore make the ideal snack for both kids and adults.

	
Derive maximum nutrition. You’ve heard it over and over again; turn on the TV and there’s some nutritionist telling us to eat five servings of fruits and vegetables a day. We know it makes sense but sometimes it’s not easy to squeeze them in. You can solve the problem by having some dried fruits to throw on your breakfast cereal or in that brown-bag lunch. Drying foods as soon as you bring them home seals in all their flavors, colors, and essential nutrients. Many people think it’s as good as eating the food fresh.

	
Enjoy preservative-free food. If you’re a label detective, you’ll know that even a bag of apricots can contain ingredients that warrant an advanced degree in chemistry to decipher. Dry your own foods and you’ll know what’s in them every time.

	
Save money. Watching your food budget? With the continual increase in prices at the supermarket, who isn’t worried about inflation and how to feed your family? You’ll be a cool penny-pincher when you become an avid dehydrator. When food is abundant, it’s at its lowest price and you can snag a bargain. It’s a great time to preserve and store all types of foods for later use when prices go higher.

	
Save money on preserving and equipment. Using an electric dehydrator will cost you half as much as canning, and almost seven times less than freezing. And just think of the money you’ll save because you no longer need jars and a supply of new lids every year.

	
Preserve your garden. Perhaps you’re one of the many people who like to grow vegetables in their backyard. Now you’ll have no reason to toss out that pile of zucchini or tub of tomatoes. Drying them is an easy and cost-effective way to keep them for future meals. And it’s not just an overabundance of fresh produce you can dry. If you open a can of tomato paste and only need a tablespoon, place the remaining amount in the dehydrator and save it for another recipe.

	
Create emergency food supplies. Turn to the Weather Channel and you’re likely to hear that we’re heading toward a record season for something or other. If you live in a hurricane- or tornado-prone area, you know how important it is to have a supply of food should the power or water supply be affected by a storm. Dried foods are light, space-efficient, and easy to take with you should the worst-case scenario happen and you’re forced to flee your home.

	
Stock up on camping equipment. One of the pleasures of sitting around a campfire is eating foods you’ve brought with you. However, who wants to be weighed down along a trail with cans of beans and soup? Dehydration makes food lightweight and the most practical take-along meal that can fit into any backpack.



Hopefully we’ve now convinced you how great dehydrating is, so let’s move on to some of the tools of the trade. There’s more good news there because unlike canning, you’ll need fewer tools.


CHAPTER 2

Methods of Dehydration

Later in this chapter we’ll show you some natural methods of dehydrating, using the sun and wind. But for now, let’s discuss dehydrating machines. Buying a dehydrator to successfully dry foods may not be essential for the dedicated dehydrator, but let’s just say once you’ve used one you won’t want to ever be without it.

Basically these machines mimic nature. They replace the sun with a heating element to dry the food and use a fan to create wind to suck out all its moisture. Fruits and vegetables need to be dried at around 115°F–120°F, and dehydrators are efficient at getting that temperature just right.

Most dehydrating machines are either round or square. Some are designed to allow you to add more trays if you want. Some trays are made of fine mesh, while others have larger gaps/slats between them which often means you need to cover them with plastic wrap or parchment paper to prevent foods from slipping through to the lower levels as the food dries and shrinks. And yes, ones with larger mesh racks are often harder to clean than ones with finer mesh.

Google “dehydrators” and you’ll find lots of brands and models to choose from. They range from well-known brands such as Excalibur, Nesco, and American Harvest to smaller, lesser-known companies. American Harvest has the largest line of dehydrators in this country; they offer eleven different models. With so much choice, what should you look for?

Be a Shrewd Buyer

There are many factors you should consider while you’re shopping for a dehydrator. You’re going to be using this machine for many years so it’s best to take your time, ask questions, and even check with friends who own one to see what they like and dislike about their make and model. Should the one you bought not live up to your expectations, many manufacturers have a thirty-day money-back guarantee.

The higher-wattage machines often cost more but get the job done much faster. Don’t worry about the cost of running these machines. It can be scary to think that a dehydrator must be turned on and using electricity for up to eighteen hours, but a 750-watt machine costs, on average, about eight cents an hour to operate.

While shopping for a dehydrator, you’ll quickly notice the price range. Some machines cost as little as $59 while others are close to $300. If you’re not sure if drying foods is for you or you just want to dry tomatoes once in a while, a machine at the lower end of the range may be all you need. However, if this is something you want to do for years to come or you’re planning to dehydrate lots of food every week, paying more for a machine makes sense. The more money you invest, the more features you’ll get.

Most machines are available for purchase online either through a specialty site or the manufacturer’s own website. Some models can be found in stores such as Bed, Bath & Beyond or through third-party vendors. Even a perusal of Amazon will show you a range of models and prices. A couple of the manufacturers have factory outlets where you can pick up a machine at discount. And don’t overlook garage sales and thrift stores. Some people buy a machine, let it sit for a while, and then decide it’s not for them. That’s good news for you because such machines, virtually unused, usually sell at a huge discount.

Questions to Ask

When buying a dehydrator, first ask yourself how much food you’ll be drying. If you’re just starting out, a smaller model with a couple of trays may be perfect for you. However, if you know you’ve got a whole vegetable garden to preserve, opt for a model with eight or nine trays and/or one to which more trays can be added as needed.

Also check where the fan is located. Cheaper models usually feature a bottom-based fan, which can be a problem when juices from meats or bits of food shrink (as they dry) and drop down into, or near it. This often means more cleanup for you.

Most models have fans, but higher-priced models locate them on the side of the machine, which forces the air horizontally across the foods instead of vertically. Not only does this prevent the falling foods from sliding into the fan, but flavors and odors are less likely to blend together.

Cheaper models usually have only one temperature and fan speed so you can’t vary it for individual recipes or to speed up the drying process. Higher-end models often have timers so if you want to dry food during the night and don’t want to get up at two in the morning to check that all is well, you can set the machine to turn itself off.

Don’t forget to look for a UL-approved model—one with at least a one-year warranty and an enclosed heating element and fan. Last but not least, purchase a model with a double-wall construction that fits on your kitchen countertop (or wherever else you’re going to put it).

Whatever model you decide to buy, remember that overall success depends upon the type of food you’re drying, the amount, and the food’s water content. Foods with more water require a longer drying time. Thickness of food plays a major factor in the dehydrating process, as does surrounding relative humidity. For example, drying foods in Florida in August is going to produce different results than drying them in Arizona that same month.

Another variable is sugar content. The higher the sugar content of a food, the longer it takes to dry. One great thing about the higher-end dehydrator models is they tend to dry all foods faster and more efficiently than the cheaper models, without the need to rotate foods and trays. And the faster foods dry, the more vitamin content they retain.

OTHER EQUIPMENT

Besides a dehydrator machine there are a few other things that can help you prepare foods and ensure success. The best news is they won’t break the bank.

Sharp knives mean quicker work for you and less bruising for the produce. A sharp, durable knife that can be easily re-sharpened is the prime tool for getting foods ready for the dehydrator. Look for an eight- to twelve-inch stainless steel chef’s knife. Not only can stainless steel be sharpened, but it also won’t brown the food, which will look more appetizing when it’s dried.

Lots of apples to peel and core? Invest in an apple peeler, which does everything . . .  peels, cores, and slices. The cost is less than $30 and it’s a nice gadget for the avid food dehydrator.

To make the pre-preparation stage less of a chore you’ll need a cutting board. This should be wooden or soft plastic so it doesn’t dull the knife. It’s also a good idea to invest in a honing tool or sharpening steel. We recommend washing and honing your knife after you’ve cut each vegetable.

Another nice addition to your dehydrator kitchen is a food processor. Many have discs that are ideal for slicing fruits and vegetables. As a food processor will create even-sized pieces, it’s perfect for dehydrating preparation. A favorite tool of chefs, although expensive, is a mandoline, which also produces consistent slices. You can adjust the thickness of the cut for the different foods you prepare. (Sadly, a really good mandoline can cost you $300, and cheap ones probably aren’t worth the investment.) An egg slicer is perfect for soft foods like mushrooms and strawberries, but unfortunately though it’s budget friendly, its blades can’t be adjusted or sharpened.

Storage

Once foods have been dehydrated you’ll need something to store them in so they last longer. This can be as simple as a plastic storage bag or even one of the Foodsaver machines that suck out all the air and seal the bag or container. Most people use everyday jars and containers.

DEHYDRATING WITHOUT A DEHYDRATOR

If a dehydrator isn’t in your budget right now or you just want to dry things like tomatoes to use in recipes and you don’t think it’s worth your while to purchase a machine, here are some other ways you can dehydrate.

Solar Dehydrating

Using the sun’s heat and the wind to move air across food is the cheapest way to dry it. Fruits are best because they have high sugar and acid content, whereas the opposite is true of vegetables and meats, so we don’t recommend solar drying for them.

The process is simple—set the food outside to sit in the sun a few days where it dries and has its water content greatly reduced.

You’ll need two or three consecutive days of high temperatures in the mid-nineties accompanied by low humidity. A brisk wind is also a must. Most people use wooden trays or slates and place the food directly onto them. Netting or cheesecloth placed over the trays is also a good idea to stop bugs and birds from eating the food while it’s drying. It’s best to bring the food indoors at night, and a definite must if rain is in the forecast.

If you’re the adventurous type you can make or buy an actual solar dryer that reflects the sun’s heat. Besides a heat source, you’ll need a ventilation system, which increases air flow. The ideal place to live for solar dehydrating is an area that’s not so hot and doesn’t have high humidity.

For instructions to build your own solar dryer, check out this website:

www.solarfooddryer.com

Oven Dehydrating

If you don’t want to invest in a machine or don’t live in an area with optimum weather conditions for outdoor dehydrating, there’s a device you can use—one that we all have sitting in our kitchens. It’s called an oven. It’s a little more time consuming and gives less predictable results than a dehydrator, but don’t let that stop you.

Oven drying is similar to using a dehydrator except most ovens don’t adjust to as low a temperature as do dehydrators. The lowest setting for most ovens is 180°F or 200°F. If you dehydrate using an oven, remember that the air is warmest closest to its heating element and therefore that’s a good spot to place the food. The best foods to dry using this method are tomatoes, herbs, kale, apricots, grapes, and strawberries.

To oven dehydrate, slice and dip the food in the same substances, such as lemon juice, as if you were using a dehydrator; then lay it flat on a cookie sheet. Place a small electric fan near the oven to get the air moving around.

If you’re using a gas oven leave the door open eight inches. Most people find that the warmth from the pilot light is all the dehydrating process needs so sometimes there’s no need to turn the oven on. With an electric oven you need to open the door just two inches. On both ovens, rotate the trays every thirty minutes during the whole cooking time and be sure to turn the food over for even drying. Halfway through the drying process should be ideal. The amount of time you need to dry will vary depending on the heat and humidity in the oven, a factor you can’t always vary. And there’s no major difference in time and method between a gas and electric oven.

Hang-Drying

There’s one more way to dry foods and it’s the easiest and cheapest: hang-dry them. Herbs dry very well by this method. Just pull bunches of them from your garden or buy them at the store. Shake off the dirt, give them a good rinse, and shake them dry … a salad spinner is perfect for this. Gather together about three or four stems and tie them with raffia or twine. Hang the herbs root side up, leaf side down. The room in which you hang them should be well ventilated as you don’t want a buildup of moisture. After two or three days you can check how they’re doing. You can tell when they’re ready because they’ll be crisp, completely dry, and crumble into a powder when you press them between your fingers. Onions and garlic are great for hang-drying too, and many people braid them together and hang them on a hook.

PREPARING YOUR FOODS FOR DEHYDRATION

You’re almost ready to begin dehydrating your first batch of food. While preserving foods this way is simple, there are a few steps you need to take before you start. If possible, plan on shopping for your produce and dehydrating it on the same day because the foods will be at their freshest. You also have the best chance to lock in flavor, color, and nutrition.

Time to Be Choosy

Selecting the best foods to dehydrate plays a major role in how well they turn out. Take some time to be picky.

Choose fruits and vegetables that are free of blemishes, any rotten spots, and yes, mold. All are an indication that the produce is past its prime. It’s not something you want to eat now or preserve for later. You’re looking for produce that is at the peak of its maturity so that you’re guaranteed the best color and flavor that will last throughout the drying process.

Speaking of color, as you browse the produce aisles pick items that have the deepest hues. For example, opt for the reddest tomatoes, the greenest broccoli, and the kumquats that are the brightest orange.

Selecting great-looking and -tasting produce isn’t for wallflowers. Don’t be shy about picking up each item of fruit and vegetable to inspect it and weigh it. You’re not looking for the biggest of the bunch, just the heaviest. Heavier produce is more laden with juice and therefore contains more flavor. You don’t need scales to tell which is heavier. Like most things in cooking, your hands are perfect instruments for this task. In addition to looking at the grocery supermarket for produce to dry, try your local farmers’ markets, roadside stands, or pick-your-own farms. And don’t overlook the growing number of CSAs (Community Supported Agriculture). Joining a CSA is the perfect way to not only buy lower-cost produce, it’s also the ideal route to get an extra supply for preserving. At the beginning of the year you pay a certain amount of money to a participating farm. In return for this up-front investment you get a share of their crop. Every couple of weeks during their harvest you’ll get a box of whatever the farm grows. It could be herbs, flowers, vegetables, or fruit. Everything in a CSA box is always at peak freshness. An added plus is many of the farms taking part in CSAs are certified organic.

If meats are on your list of things to dry, make sure you select lean cuts of meat such as flank steak, top, and sirloin. Game meats (bison, pheasant, etc.) also make excellent jerky, as do turkey and chicken breasts.

How about heading to your local ethnic market or even a mom-and-pop grocery store? Big supermarkets often have less ripe produce because they buy in bulk. Smaller ethnic stores often buy smaller quantities of riper fruits and vegetables. And don’t forget fresh fish markets are worth checking out too.

Clean Your Food

Always clean and dry your food thoroughly. Since dehydration is all about taking out water, try to avoid adding extra moisture during the cleaning process. You don’t want to preserve your food with pathogens either, so make sure they’re dirt- and soil-free. Remove pits, stems, and peels that can become dry and bitter when dehydrated. (Things such as apple peels can also increase the drying time.) Remove waxed peels as well. Prepare meats by taking out bones and cutting away the fat.

How to Blanch

As a rule of thumb if a vegetable needs to be blanched before you’d freeze it, it’s wise to blanch it before you dry it. Say we want to dehydrate broccoli. By the time we take it off the racks of the dehydrator we want it to be both vibrant in color and taste so we blanch it. It’s a little work with a big reward.

Bring a large pot of water to a rolling boil. Drop in the food and cook it for thirty seconds. Remove it from the water and quickly plunge it into a large bowl of ice-cold water to stop it from cooking further. This helps foods stay flavorful and vibrant during the drying process as well as halting enzyme reaction in the food, which stops it from deteriorating during storage.




What You Shouldn’t Blanch

One word of caution here. Do not blanch mushrooms, strawberries, onions, or sweet bell peppers. These items will absorb too much water during the blanching process and will not dehydrate properly.





Some people also blanch by steaming. You don’t need any fancy equipment. Pick up one of the collapsible stainless steamers you see in the aisles of supermarkets for less than $5. Put the vegetables inside and steam them over boiling water for five minutes, then plunge them into a bowl of cold water.

Some vegetables and fruits, such as plums and cherries, have tough skins. It’s bad enough eating them when they’re fresh but once they’re dried, there’s a good chance you’ll need the dentist’s number on speed dial. Here’s another case where blanching comes to the rescue. If you don’t want to blanch them another alternative is to simply peel them.

Do you ever notice when you’re shopping in the produce department that some fruits such as grapes and blueberries, and even some vegetables, have a shiny, wax-like look to them? Not that they can’t be dehydrated—they can—but you need to get rid of that look. When you dehydrate food you need its moisture to come to the surface in order for it to escape and evaporate. The moisture can’t do that with these waxy layers coating the food.

Bring a pot of water to a boil, place the fruit into it, boil it for thirty to sixty seconds, and then blanch the fruit in very cold water. Some people take a shortcut and use a toothpick or tine of a fork to make tiny piercings on the surface of the fruit, which also allows it to dry out faster. Either method works fine.




Avoid Veggie Garlic Breath

Dehydrate garlic and onions all by themselves because if you don’t other foods will absorb their odor.





Go for Good Looks

As we mentioned earlier, you don’t want browned dehydrated foods. We’ve all seen it happen to foods when we prepare them. Most prone are peaches, bananas, potatoes, apples, and pears. Their high sugar content causes them to oxidize, and it’s this oxidization that causes the ugly brown look.

There’s an easy solution to make them look pretty again: Dip them in a slightly acidic solution. You can use lemon, orange, or even pineapple juice, all of which add a nice sweetness to the dried foods. For us there’s nothing better than dried bananas that have been dipped in orange juice. Some people even use an ascorbic acid solution, which is really just vitamin C and is available at most places where dehydrators and supplies are purchased. Others take a shortcut by putting the lemon juice into a spray bottle and coating them with juice instead of dipping them. Whatever way you prefer, once they’re done, shake them dry and then place them straight into the dehydrator.




No Lemon on Green, Please

Don’t try the lemon juice (or anything acidic) on green foods such as broccoli and herbs. The acid in the juice will destroy the chlorophyll (which is what makes the food green) and you’ll end up with yucky brownish-gray food.





A nice addition to dehydrating fruit is to candy it. Bring a cup of water plus a cup of granulated white sugar to a boil and boil until the mixture is clear, around three or four minutes. Cool it and use it as a dip for the fruits.

All this soaking and dipping might sound like we’re adding more moisture to the food when we want to take it out. However, these steps are necessary for the produce to work best. Just remember that all these things add some time to the overall drying period.

Some people buy dehydrators to make fruit leathers, and for these sweet treats the rules change somewhat. You don’t have to be so picky; you can use ripe and overripe foods. Cut them into chunks and estimate that two cups of fruit will make a 13" × 15" fruit leather.

Many people are surprised to learn when they start dehydrating food that it’s not all about fresh produce. You can use frozen and canned foods too. In fact, because processed fruits and veggies are picked and frozen or canned at the height of ripeness, they can be fresher than fresh produce that’s out of season. For frozen produce, defrost it and then press out excess water. The same goes for canned fruits: Just drain, give the food a good rinse, and then let it dry.

Making Jerky

If you want to make jerkies, preparation is easy. Slice the meat with the grain in long, thin, even strips. It’s also best to marinate it in something salty (like teriyaki or soy sauce) for twenty-four hours in the fridge. Make sure all the meat is covered. Partly freezing the meat before you slice it makes it much easier to get thin slices. Aim for 1⁄8"–1⁄4" thick and 11⁄2" wide by 4"–12" long.
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