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For Grandpa, for his stories of the railroad and for walking with my sister and me to get Cokes in real glass bottles for 30 cents at the corner drugstore. For Grandma, who let me crawl into bed with her when I was a child and comforted me back to sleep. For Grandpapa, who had no patience with my questions and only wanted me to figure out for myself the importance of self-sustenance. And to Grandmama, who gave me the courage to follow my dreams. While only memories of them remain, tucked away in my past as a child, my grandparents taught me that traditions are important enough to be carried out and kept alive in the present.

[image: image]


[image: image]

Myia Rogers, 9, a fourth-grader at Randolph Elementary School, carries winter squash she found in a harvest field at the author’s farm, Fat Rooster Farm, in Royalton, Vermont. The students in Linda Garrett’s third- and fourth-grade classes are part of a school-wide project for which they are studying a particular farm through the year.

“Our lives are so disconnected from organic or natural timekeeping and the best efforts of the earth, that once we enter the sterile world of prepackaged supermarkets it is hard to remember that strawberries and tomatoes are not worth eating in January and that onion soup and oranges don’t make sense in August.”

—The Political Palate by the Bloodroot Collective

Preface

THE ART OF FOOD PRESERVATION was as important as spoken and written language for bringing about the means of modern civilization. Enzymes and microorganisms that naturally occur within food as well as the surrounding atmosphere begin to change its composition immediately after it has been slaughtered or harvested. Preservation techniques like drying, fermenting, freezing, and canning preserve food by preventing these processes from occurring. With the advent of food preservation, no longer was it necessary to consume the food directly after it had been killed or harvested; instead, it gave the nomad a surplus to rely upon for later use. Able to make roots in one place, human beings were free to form social structures and bonds—villages, cities, and communities. It became possible for inhabitants to interact and share living experiences with one another on a daily basis throughout the seasons.

More close to home are my childhood memories of the basement in my Grandmama’s house outside Detroit, Michigan. The home, in a sea of homes laid out in snaking patterns of uniform shapes and colors (on streets that crisscrossed so much that I once got lost on my bicycle trying to catch the ice-cream truck while it peddled its summer treats), was textbook suburbia, and about as far away from a nomadic living style as you could get. But in that basement, in one tucked-away corner, there were shelves lined with jars of preserved foods.

Memories of a being a ten-year-old can quickly become a muddled stream of fantasy and fact, but some of the most vivid images that remain with me now are of the smell of drying tobacco leaves, sour cherries, pigs’ feet preserved in gelatin, jams, jellies, rising pastry dough, and fermenting wines. It was cool down there, cool enough to preserve the fruits from the trees growing in the backyard, dark enough to keep the dried herbs that had been grown in the garden fresh in their labeled containers.

My grandparents on my father’s side had moved to Detroit from the Louisiana bayou so Grandpapa could work at Ford Motor Company. In Louisiana, they had kept milk cows, grown strawberries, and raised their family in a house that was not much more than a tar paper shack at the end of a dirt road, bordered on both sides by swampland. They knew how to preserve their food, not out of novelty or political correctness, but out of necessity, incorporating all methods of food preservation to provide the family with a steady supply of nutrients. They had figured out how to bypass the prepackaged, costly, and distant world of the supermarket and still eat sun-dried tomatoes, dilly dough pickles, sauerkraut, and sour cherry pastries, even out of season.

To a child, the mystique and magic of this art did not include the stark realities that my grandparents lived with: poverty, hunger, and marital hardship. Instead, the ability to preserve one’s food smacked of the autonomy and comfort associated with self-empowerment and hopeful inspiration.

Recently, I asked my dad how they ate fresh meat when he was a kid. He described how Grandmama would pull a piece of pork from a barrel stuffed full of meat that they had slaughtered and butchered and stored for weeks in the rendered pork fat that was poured to its brim. She would fry the pork for their lunch before they returned to work in the tobacco and strawberry fields.

Preservation arts such as these are being lost because there are few left to teach us how to use them, and because our busy lifestyles seem to require modern conveniences, such as refrigerators, to store our food.

I want to be able to survive without a fridge and to maintain control of our food source, so at Fat Rooster Farm we are committed to growing, harvesting, and preserving our food. We are rewarded with tomatoes, broccoli, sweet corn, beets, Swiss chard, kielbasa, bacon, sun-dried tomatoes, parsley, pesto, potatoes, and parsnips—to name a few. Beginning in late March, when the sap begins to flow from the sleepy sugar maples and ending in late November, after the last of the livestock has been butchered and stored away in freezers, we use several preservation techniques to can, freeze, smoke, dry, and juice what we’ve grown and harvested. It is a challenge and an honor to have these skills, rooted in the necessity of knowing how to survive and fueled by the desire to live with respect for our planet’s natural timekeeping of a sustainable harvest.
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A Gilfeather turnip grows at Tunbridge Hill Farm in Tunbridge, Vermont. Either developed or discovered by John Gilfeather of Wardsboro, Vermont, in the late 1800s, the heirloom vegetable even has its own festival in the same Vermont town every year. Some say the vegetable is actually a rutabaga. In any case, it is best roasted but can be eaten raw like a sweet radish.
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Drops of early summer dew lie on a leaf of Red Russian kale at Tunbridge Hill Farm. The variety can be picked young for salads or picked in winter, when it’s covered with snow, and eaten raw or cooked in soups.

“ Savoring something—a spice, a radish, a piece of cheese—brings us back home to the world in which we walk and breathe. It slows us down. Taste is social. We come together, sit and talk together around food; we clink glasses and laugh and engage in small gossips and whispers in the presence of local beers or wines, tisanes and cakes with gooseberry preserves and clotted creams, or thin wafers bearing full fatted cheeses daubed with slices of purple figs. It is how we share being alive. We can engage in the virtual world of iPod music and TV drama, but there is no virtual world of taste. It is in our mouth, and every day our mouth connects us to place. ”

—Blessed Unrest, Paul Hawken

Introduction

I HAVE A TEN-YEAR-OLD WHO has become seduced by the world of prepared food. Anything in tiny, prepackaged containers brings a gleam to his eye and an argument between us. No longer will he happily go out into the garden in search of a carrot to pull from the ground, sweetened by the clay in this Vermont soil, or grab the stalk of a Brussels sprout to pull the tiny blobs away and pop them into his mouth. He used to graze on the greens of onions and yank radicchio leaves from the rows to stuff eagerly into his mouth. Instead, he’s more interested in the vitamins described on brightly colored wrappers, or cheese and crackers housed in little rectangular plastic containers, complete with a plastic paddle.

It’s partly my fault, giving in to the peer pressure that he’s confronted with. At summer camp the other kids stare at his lunch of homemade dill pickles, black cherry tomatoes, a peanut butter and black currant jelly sandwich (from jelly that his father has made), and homemade mozzarella cheese. I want him to feel like he fits in, so I acquiesce and buy the individual applesauces (still without sugar), the juice boxes (still 100 percent juice), the single strings of cheese (at least from Cabot). I have rationalized the choices of convenience and homogenization every step of the way.

Modern society carries with it a general perception that luxury and well-being are hand in hand with instant gratification and social hierarchical status. The idea that leisure does not include self-reliance has reduced our ability to care for ourselves. It is more likely that a well-stocked pantry is looked upon as a necessity for those without the ability to purchase the same products outright rather than an accomplishment to be praised or even envied.

Fast food chains like White Castle, McDonald’s, and Burger King were invented in the 1940s and 1950s. Soon, these pit stops became quick food fixes for people on the go.

We are all relying more and more on big-box stores for groceries. Instead of visiting the butcher for meat and the greengrocer for veggies or reaching into the cupboard for tomatoes they put up themselves, most everyone I know hops into the car and heads for Costco or Stop & Shop.

Now there’s nothing really wrong with shopping at stores—after all, we’re all busy, and perhaps you try to buy organic or local whenever possible. And maybe you’re trying to grow some of your own vegetables, which is great. If this is the case, consider seeking out local growers, or save and start plants from your own seeds, rather than visiting Lowe’s or Kmart for a couple of seedling starts. If you depend on the mega gardening centers, you risk higher incidences of deadly food-borne illnesses due to consolidated packing and processing facilities, loss of community-based businesses, compartmentalization of commodities, even widespread distribution of plant- and animal-borne diseases.

There is good news, though. In the past few years, terms like “locavore,” “sustainable,” “renewable,” “slow food,” and “small farmer” have been tossed about almost as frequently as the stats for the failing stock market and the price fluctuations in gasoline and crude oil. The attention paid to First Lady Michelle Obama’s garden at the White House rivals the publicity garnered by the Victory Gardens planted there by First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt. There is a movement afoot urging Americans to become more independent and at the same time more community oriented. Of course everyone won’t—and can’t—run a full-blown farming operation. Growing a few heirloom tomato plants for homemade spaghetti sauce is one thing, but picking and preserving the fruits from 600 plants is not realistic for most of us.

As Sandor Ellix Katz states in Wild Fermentation, “Not everyone can be a farmer. But that’s not the only way to cultivate a connection to the Earth and buck the trend toward global market uniformity and standardization.”

If you don’t have land or the ability to grow your own vegetables and fruits or raise your own meat, milk, and eggs, be creative. Barter your tax-accounting skills for chicken and beef for the freezer; lend your carpentry skills to a farm in exchange for a bushel of cukes for pickling; or swap your housecleaning services for potatoes to cellar for the winter months. Use this book and its list of resources to learn how to preserve food by canning, drying, fermenting, freezing, root cellaring, and smoking. Enjoy the long, slow days of seasonal rest by eating what you have harvested and preserved.


PART ONE

Storing and Preserving Fruits, Herbs, and Vegetables
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Cutting off its stem and roots, the author harvests a Gilfeather turnip. It was the first season the heirloom rutabaga had been planted at the farm. “They’re intimidating because they’re so big,” Megyesi said. “They can feed a family of eight.”
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Macoun apples, and other varieties, store well and can be enjoyed throughout the winter.


“A well-planned garden will give a good variety of fresh vegetables and a plentiful supply for canning, freezing and storing. A few berry plants will assure seasonable fruit and perhaps some jelly and juice, while just one apple tree may provide apple pie year-round! A farm flock of sufficient size to provide three eggs a person a week, and a cow to produce the required minimum of milk, will materially help in providing a good table at low cost. If facilities make possible the raising of a couple of “porkers” or a calf, the amount of cash which must be spent for meat can be greatly reduced.”

—A Practical Guide to Successful Farming, Wallace Moreland, editor
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Fruit, Vegetable, and Herb Harvesting and Preparation

Planning and Planting What to Grow

SEED CATALOG CHAOS SETS in at the farm just in time for our “down” time, when I’m no longer consumed with tending to weeds or harvesting vegetables, fruits, or crops to feed the animals during winter months. Sometimes my husband will try and hide the catalogs that arrive in the mail, as he knows what is sure to follow. I have time on my hands, and poring over the flood of catalogs spells possible financial setback.
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What’s an Heirloom Variety of Fruit or Vegetable?

Typically, these varieties of fruits and vegetables have historical significance pertaining to early periods of agricultural practices. Fruits that have been propagated from grafts and cuttings as well as open-pollinated vegetables (meaning that seed saved from flowering plants will be true and capable of perpetuating the same variety) are typically not part of large-scale agriculture. Growers of heirloom varieties are concerned with the historical significance of these plants, or they are concerned with the shrinking gene pool of varieties. As an example of genetic loss, the number of cabbage varieties has dwindled by nearly 65 percent since 1981. Why is this important? First, if you’re a home gardener just interested in saving some of your corn seeds to plant during the next season, unless you’re saving seed from an open-pollinated variety, the future crop won’t be the same as the previous season’s. Second, not all corn varieties are susceptible to the same diseases; if all the corn varieties are lost, and only one variety is grown (a monoculture), the risk of losing the crop altogether to disease or pests becomes greater.



It is prudent to begin planning what you will grow before it’s time to harvest: planning the kitchen garden should take into account what you’ll need—and want—to eat, come winter. Choose the varieties of fruits and vegetables that best suit your tastes and soil conditions, and it will make storing them less complicated and more successful. For example, growing mounds of purple filet beans is rewarding in the summer, when they can be munched on raw, or sautéed and tossed with vinegar, olive oil, and kosher salt, but they’re pretty disappointing if frozen or canned: Their brilliant purple changes to a dull green when they’re heated. Fancy, sweet, white onions are perfect as slabs in between crusty French bread together with juicy, red tomatoes and smoky bacon, but they don’t generally keep in the earth cellar for very long.

What Varieties to Keep and How

New varieties of fruits and vegetables are developed every year, and there’s a definite movement to bring back or stabilize the dwindling varieties of heirloom vegetables. However, you may be disappointed to discover that some popular storage vegetables from the 1970s, such as the Ringmaster onion, may no longer be commercially available. Garden Seed Inventory, Sixth Edition, compiled by Whealy and Thuente (2004), is an excellent resource for growers interested in heirloom vegetable varieties. It lists all of the nonhybrid vegetable seeds available through small and large seed sources alike throughout the United States and Canada (see References).

Most seeds advertised in seed catalogs or for sale as individual packets come with descriptions indicating the best way in which to preserve them, be it fresh, frozen, canned, or cellared. Refer to these descriptions to plan what varieties will be available to enjoy fresh and which will be better keepers. Ask your neighbors what varieties they prefer, and why. If you plan to sell any of the harvest, ask your markets which they prefer.

When to Harvest Fruits and Vegetables

Use the following guide and key to help you determine when to harvest and how best to preserve your fruits and vegetables. Subsequent chapters will cover specific preservation methods.

Preservation Method Key

Alcohol = A; Can = C; Dry = D;
Fermented or Pickled = LF; Freeze = F; Juice = J;
Oil = O; Salt = S; Smoke = SM;
Sugar (Preserves) = P; Root Cellar = RC

American Mountain Ash (Sorbus americana)—D

In the fall, this native tree is often burgeoning with clusters of tiny berries that can be easily dried and stored indefinitely. In Maine, we would dry bunches of the berries over the woodstove and then use them like people use Airborne or Emergen-C today, as they are packed with vitamin C. Popping one or two at a time in your mouth is like sucking on a lemon. They are a little less bitter if you wait until after a frost or two before harvesting them. They’ll store well in glass canning jars.

Apples—C, D, F, J, P, RC

Pick apples when they change to their mature color, be it red, yellow, or green. Early ripening varieties are not good candidates for long storage; use these to make juices, vinegars, and sauces, or dry them. Pick firm, unblemished fruits from the trees gently, leaving the stem intact.

Avoid storing apples next to cabbages; they will impart an off flavor to the cabbage. Apples also give off ethylene, a gas that accelerates ripening and sprouting and can cause premature spoilage of other vegetables.

One trick used by the French is to store dried apple rings in elderflowers so that they take on a pineapple-like flavor.

One of the biggest treats next to homemade applesauce is apple cider. Surprisingly, it freezes very well, and having it accompany a turkey dinner in the dead of winter is an unexpected joy.

Apricots—A, C, D, F, J, P

Once picked, apricots no longer develop in sweetness or flavor, so leave them on the tree until they have fully ripened to a rich golden color. If you’ve never experienced a tree-ripened apricot, you are in for a treat. My father nursed an apricot tree for years in chilly Vermont until it finally succumbed to our bitter winters. My two sisters and I would fight over the sparse fruits it produced every fall. I prefer canning the fruit to other methods of preservation.
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Saving Seeds from the Harvest

The art of seed saving was born out of necessity, when the best-producing plants’ seeds were gathered and saved by farmers to be used in the following season. Seeds were saved from open-pollinated varieties of vegetables and fruits, meaning from plant varieties whose seeds would “stay true” to the characteristics of their parents. While hybrids and cloned varieties of fruits and vegetables may produce higher yields, a more uniform crop, and fruits or vegetables that store or travel better than their open-pollinated counterparts, they cannot be maintained by saving the seed from the planted crop.

•   In the late 1990s, technology was developed known as Genetic Use Restriction Technology (GURT), commonly referred to as terminator seed technology. Seeds produced from these plants are sterile or carry specific traits that require an application of a specially purchased chemical to generate seed that remains true to the parent stock. The big companies that hold the patents on these technologies have vowed not to introduce them commercially, but the fact that these seed companies possess the power to keep the individual gardener from saving his or her own seeds is a frightening one.

•   Even entire nations have joined in the regulation of seed saving. In 2004, the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) representing the government of the United States made it prohibitory under Order 81 for Iraqi farmers to save their own seed; instead, they are forced to purchase hybrid seed from commercial seed manufacturers outside the country. Many of these farmers have saved their seed for generations, so an enormous diversity of plant genetic material is at risk of being lost.

•   In Brazil and Pakistan, 80 percent of farmers still rely on seed they’ve saved from previous crops for future harvests, but in the United States and Canada, seed company consolidation, mobile lifestyles of families who change where they’re living every few years, and corporate agricultural greed have all contributed to a loss of seed sources and varieties of vegetables and fruits.

•   From 1984 to 1987, nearly 24 percent of small seed companies offering open-pollinated varieties of fruits and vegetables were bought up, consolidated, or lost. At the same time, the number of available varieties of vegetables and fruits plummeted; from 1981 to 2004, as many as 64 percent of open-pollinated varieties of certain vegetables vanished from retail. Just as disturbing is the fact that out of nearly 2,600 open-pollinated varieties available for retail now, more than 50 percent are available from just one source, while less than 10 percent of varieties are available from three different sources.

•   Take the cardoon, for example, a member of the thistle family, and considered inferior to its close cousin, the globe artichoke. Cardoon seeds were saved by the ancient Greeks and Romans at least since the fourth century B.C.E. The vegetable is still common in the Mediterranean today but is difficult to find in the United States. Eight open-pollinated varieties are grown, but only one variety is offered by more than three seed sources, while five other varieties are each sold only at five different sources.

•   Despite the corporate free-for-all of massive seed source consolidations, buyouts, and irreplaceable losses of so much genetic material, it seems as though the trend may have at least stabilized. The Seed Savers Exchange (see Resources) tracks the inventory of seed catalogs and nonhybrid varieties of seeds available in the United States and Canada. They found that after 1990, the total gains in seed sources began to surpass those being lost. They also showed that while available seed varieties have increased since this time, the older varieties are continuing to vanish at a constant rate.

•   There are several sources of open-pollinated seeds listed in the resources section at the end of this book, but if you want to try saving seed yourself, and you’re new at it, consider trying to save seed from an open-pollinated variety of tomato. They’re an easy plant to begin with, and the saved seed will stay viable up to ten years if it is stored properly.

•   Whether tomato varieties will cross with one another remains controversial in the seed- saving world, but just to be safe, choose a variety that is not a currant, potato-leaved (the vines have leaves shaped like those of a potato plant rather than the toothed leaves of most tomato plants), or double flowered.

•   Pick only fully ripe fruit, and pull out the seeds from between the chambers of the tomato. I like to cut the tomato through the middle and then scoop the gel and seeds out, or squeeze the gel and seeds into the container. Use a container such as a Tupperware or an empty yogurt cup. Make sure there is enough gel in the container so the mixture has enough liquid in it that the seeds don’t dry out. Loosely cover the container, and set it aside for 3–6 days, until a whitish-gray mold forms on the top of the liquid. The mold helps to loosen the seeds’ gel-like coating that inhibits germination while they are inside the tomato. The container will also smell nearly as bad as rotting onions, so keep it in an area of the house where you aren’t likely to smell it.

•   After the mold has formed, and you can see bubbles trapped below its surface, the seeds are ready to cure. You can add water to the container, swish it around, and then pour off the mold and inferior seeds, or you can strain the mixture through a mesh strainer and rinse the seeds off vigorously. Dump the seeds out onto a paper towel or paper coffee filter and allow them to dry completely before sealing them up. Some seed savers frown on saving them on paper and advise dumping the seeds into a glass or ceramic dish and then stirring them until they’re dry over the next few days. I find it just as easy to strip them from the paper and gently separate them with my fingers before planting, and the seeds dry more quickly on the paper.



Artichokes (Globe types) and Cardoons—C, F, LF, O, RC

Because they are perennial, most artichokes will not produce the edible portion of the plant, the flower, until the second year. In cold climates, the plants can be grown from seed and tricked into thinking that they’ve gone into their second year. We plant the seeds in a protected, heated greenhouse as early as we do the onions. When they’ve grown their third or fourth true leaves, we leave them at temperatures as low as 28 degrees Fahrenheit for at least 20 days, so plan your planting time accordingly. Look for varieties that are well suited for colder climates.

In warmer climates, it may take a full two years before your plants flower, and in order for them to become fully established, hold off picking the flowers the first year.

A central bud will develop on the plant first. After this is harvested, side buds will form, much in the same way they form on a broccoli plant. One plant can produce as many as six buds in our cold valley, but the plants can’t make it over winter.
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As an experiment, the author grew artichokes at Fat Rooster Farm. “It’s not a cash crop,” Megyesi says, because the Northeastern climate is too cool for artichokes to grow consistently and in abundance.

Harvest the buds when they are full before they begin to open or turn purple. Use sharp scissors or pruning shears and cut the stem about 3–5 inches below the bud (the stem can be eaten like a cardoon’s).

You can also dig up the artichoke roots and store them in an earth cellar. They can be replanted and will reproduce that season.

Cardoon should be blanched for about 3 weeks before it is harvested, or the outer leaves become bitter. You can do this by banking soil around the base of the plant and tying the leaves closed, or by putting paper, cardboard, or straw around the base. Trimmed of their outer leaves, the heart and inner stalks can be stored in plastic up to 2 weeks. Mulching the plants in the garden will also help keep them longer for a later harvest.

Artichokes (Jerusalem or Sunchoke)—F, LF, RC

We use these plants as a natural border around our summer dining area; they easily reach a height of 10 feet tall at the end of summer, and bright yellow sunflower-like flowers crest each plant. In the fall, dig them as you would a potato. The crunchy tubers will stay well stored in the root cellar. Because they are prolific, I never worry about overharvesting and leaving enough for next year’s crop. Waiting until a heavy frost will make the tubers sweeter.

Asparagus—C, F

One of the most difficult tasks for me to bear was to wait for 3 years until the asparagus patch was ready for picking. There they were, two 80-foot-long rows, with crowns reaching 6 feet into the sky, and stalks as big around as a man’s thumb … it is best to resist the gluttony and let the roots develop in cold areas. In warmer areas, you can cheat and do a light harvest during the second year. Twist the spears off just below the surface of the soil (you can use a knife, but you run the risk of cutting other emerging spears if you’re not careful). An established bed can be picked steadily for 6 to 8 weeks. Resist the urge to nibble on all but a few later in the season.
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Apprentice Janet Van Zoren digs up Jerusalem artichoke roots at Fat Rooster Farm. Van Zoren was working at the farm for her second season—since leaving, she has been traveling across Europe and working on farms.

Some sources encourage drying or even forcing asparagus. First, the thought of dried asparagus seems downright unappealing to me, particularly if canning or freezing is an option. Second, the yield from forced asparagus is very minimal, and doesn’t seem worth the effort. Still, if you need a spring fix, established roots can be thinned, planted into a bucket or box, and left to experience cold for several weeks. Then, bring the plants into an area that is room temperature, and the shoots will begin to appear. Harvest them as you would the established garden crop.

Basil—D, F, LF, O

Properly dried basil will retain its color and flavor for months. Freezing basil also works well, as does incorporating this versatile herb in vinegar or oil. Pick only blemish-free shoots to encourage continued growth through the first frost. Basil begins to wane when temperatures hover in the 50s Fahrenheit, but it can still be suitable for pesto.
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