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PICKLED

From CURING LEMONS to FERMENTING CABBAGE
 the gourmand’s ultimate guide to the world of pickling
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Pickled Peaches, see Part II





INTRODUCTION

Decadent, sophisticated, adventurous & are these really words that can be used to describe the humble pickle? Absolutely! Once a simple survival skill, pickling is now the trendiest food movement around, valued across the culinary world for its ability to take ordinary ingredients—vegetables, fruits, and even meats—and almost magically imbue them with remarkably vibrant flavor. But today’s upscale fermenting is not the exclusive domain of the four-star chef. With just a handful of simple, fresh ingredients and a few techniques, anyone can produce delicious amuse-bouches, entrées, and even pickled cocktails that push the envelope of epicurean innovation.

With creations that run the gamut from a sophisticated and quirky Prime Rib with Quick-Pickled Ramp Aioli to classic Heirloom Mustard Pickles, you can ease into the world of fermented foods by being as highbrow or as lowbrow as you like. There are no rules when it comes to enjoying your pickles! And since today’s hippest pickled foods are often as simple as they are sophisticated, it’s easy to start turning out easy recipes that still deliver an exciting culinary payoff.

In Part I of this book, you’ll learn the mechanics of pickling, including important concerns of preparation and safety, so that you’re ready to get down to the business of pickling in your own kitchen. You’ll see what separates pickles from other types of preserved foods, and what makes them such a culinary powerhouse. Then Parts II, III, and IV will broaden your home-cooking horizons as we dish out nearly a hundred upscale—yet accessible—recipes that take you from your first cucumber all the way to dinner party fare, and hyper-cool pickled cocktails for the truly adventurous gourmand.

From the picnic table to the pinnacle of haute cuisine, whether you’re cooking pub grub or setting up a once-in-a-lifetime soiree, you’ll find exactly what you need in the recipes and techniques contained here. Regardless of whether you consider yourself a DIY enthusiast or a member of the culinary elite, you should never be afraid to experiment with your pickles—great food is all about balancing unexpected contrasting flavors and textures, so be sure to have some fun with your cutting-edge creations and let the bold new ingredients here take center stage. It’s time to hit the farmers’ market, grab some glass jars, and jump in to the hip world of pickling!



[image: ]





PART I

 HOW
 TO
 PICKLE



Crisp pickled vegetables, nuanced preserved fruits, and piquant relishes and chutneys: these once-humble pickles have become the foundation of a new generation of home DIY enthusiasts and gourmet chefs alike, a culinary art form that is as at home in the pantry as it is in a four-star restaurant. As high-end as pickled ingredients have come to be, pickling itself has been refined over thousands of years and is not a difficult process, once you have a firm grasp of a few basic techniques! In this section, you’ll get a brief history of pickling as a preservation method, and then you’ll learn the four primary styles of pickles, general steps for safely preserving your produce, and how to go about canning or jarring your pickles for long-term storage and enjoyment. If you’re ever unclear or unsure about how to handle a recipe, the helpful guidelines presented here should offer everything you need to safely and consistently create deliciously upscale pickles. And once you’ve got the culinary basics under your belt, the recipes will be a breeze!

[image: ]





The Peculiar History of PICKLES

When you pickle, you are not only creating a vibrant, gourmet ingredient, but you are also reenacting a process that has been practiced and perfected over many thousands of years, by cultures all over the planet. Pickling has been around, in one form or another, for more than 4,000 years. The first archaeological evidence of pickles comes from ancient Mesopotamia and the Tigris River valley, from nearly 3,000 B.C.E. From then, they never faded out of fashion, with pickles appearing in the writings of Aristotle and in the Bible. They were also associated with famous leaders such as Julius Caesar and Cleopatra, both of whom believed pickles possessed semi-miraculous qualities as an aid to spiritual and physical well-being. Pickles were a widely enjoyed snack during the Middle Ages in Europe, and they quickly became among the most popular preserving methods for sailors, both because pickles would stay fresh for the duration of the voyage, and because they helped prevent scurvy. Amerigo Vespucci, the namesake of America, was a pickle merchant before he was an explorer and mapmaker. Pickles became such a large part of popular culture that even Christopher Columbus grew cucumbers in the Caribbean for the express purpose of making pickles. Think of that the next time you’re toiling in your garden with a stubborn cucumber plant!

In the mid-eighteenth century, Napoleon Bonaparte offered a $250,000 bounty for anyone who could work out a technique to safely preserve pickles and other foods for his armies over long durations. In response, Nicholas Appert discovered that food wouldn’t spoil if it was placed in an airtight jar and then boiled, thus giving birth to the modern invention of canning, and allowing for a variety of nonfermented pickles to be stored for longer periods of time. For the past two centuries, the technology of pickling has remained pretty much the same, even as the taste and prevalence of pickles changed. Today, pickles are a full-blown obsession among chefs, growers, and foodies alike—“Pickle Day” is now a yearly celebration, and the average American consumes nine pounds of pickles annually. It’s hard to blame us, though: Pickles are piquant, healthy, long-lasting, and, best of all, they’re easy to make and even easier to cook with. And because pickling methods have been refined for thousands of years, it’s easy, once the basics are learned, to focus on experimenting with more and more inventive and memorable pickle flavors. Gourmet restaurants all over the country now employ pickled ingredients in a variety of delicious dishes, and it’s never been easier for at-home chefs to do the same.
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SWEET Techniques and SALTY Science

Making a pickle is so deceptively simple that you won’t believe the incredible changes that happen in your vegetables—until you taste them, that is! Basically, pickling is the process of preserving food by making it acidic, which helps prevent the growth of bacteria and delays spoilage. Usually, you’ll submerge your food in a brine that’s made either with just salt and water, or with vinegar. You’ll probably also want to add some layers of flavor to your pickles, so most brines also get a healthy dose of dill, garlic, allspice, clove, or other spices. From here, you’ll sometimes want to can your pickled vegetables for long-term storage, but other times you might want to eat them straight away, tossing them into a composed salad or topping a sandwich with them.

The beauty of pickling is that knowing just a few simple techniques like fermenting, brining, and canning gives you a world of culinary options for your pickles. For instance, the same item can usually be pickled in at least four different ways, all of which we’ll be exploring here! The first typical technique is fresh-pack (also known as quick-process), which utilizes vinegar of at least 5 percent strength to create the acidic medium for your pickles. These types of pickles are the quickest, easiest, and safest to create, and they make up the bulk of the recipes in this book. If you’re feeling more traditional, you could opt for fermentation, generally used for sauerkraut, kimchi, and old-fashioned dill pickles. In fermented pickles, the acid is created by natural lactobacteria (a good bacteria) that form while your pickle sits under a salty brine. The third general pickling method is that of the fruit pickle, which is generally topped with a boiling sugar-vinegar syrup that will give your pickles a complex sweet-sour flavor, perfect for upscale desserts or avant-garde savory courses. The last common pickle technique is chutney and relish, whereby fruits or vegetables are generally chopped and then cooked down in a strong vinegar solution. Chutneys and relishes are delectable sides to strongly flavored ethnic cuisines, especially Indian and Malaysian.

No matter what type of pickle you want to serve (and preserve), always start with garden-fresh fruits or vegetables, fresh spices, and clean water. Try to get your produce at a trustworthy farmers’ market, or grow it yourself if you’ve got a green thumb. If you’re harvesting your own fruits and vegetables, do so early in the morning and refrigerate them immediately, before preparing all your pickling equipment. And whichever type of pickle you want to make, be sure that you follow your recipe to the letter—ratios of salt and acid are very important to safety in pickling, and this isn’t the time for experimentation! If something is too tart for your taste buds, add a pinch of sugar or a dollop of honey to mellow it out, but don’t dilute the vinegar or brine.
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Classic Fermented Pickles

These pickles have the most cachet among DIYers, because they’re the most traditional of all pickles, and they last the longest in storage. They can also be the most intimidating, though, since most cooks don’t have experience with home fermentation. Don’t let that dissuade you—the deep and complex flavors that fermentation produces are a culinary payoff that’s well worth the attention you’ll need to give to your pickles.

To ferment a traditional pickle, you’ll need to whip up some basic pickling brine at a ratio of 1 quart water to 1⁄2 cup pickling salt—and don’t be afraid to add some classic spices like dill and garlic to your taste. The container that you choose to ferment in is important—it should be either earthenware or food-safe plastic or glass, and it should be large or deep enough that the vegetables remain under the brine throughout the fermenting period, since any exposure to air can introduce harmful bacteria to your pickles. If you’re finding that your vegetables keep floating to the top of the container, you’ll need to weigh them down with a heavy plate, or get creative and use a zip-topped bag filled with rocks or some other implement, depending on the size and shape of your container. In all cases, the brine should cover the pickles by at least 1 inch. Your entire crock or jar should then be covered in either a loose lid, or a breathable barrier like a coffee filter or some tea towels.
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At room temperature, it takes about a month for a whole cucumber pickle to be completely fermented, with other vegetables clocking in at slightly less time. Don’t just put your pickles in the fermenting crock and then forget about them, though! You should check your fermenting pickles every day to make sure that they’re fully submerged. Over time, you’ll likely notice mold on the surface of your mixture—this is normal, and you can remove it with a clean, washed spoon when you notice it. It may seem strange to you to intentionally let bacteria grow on and near your food, but the strong, sour taste that denotes a good pickle needs fermentation to really develop. As for doneness, the best and only test is to remove one of your vegetables and inspect it. It should taste crisp and fresh, but distinctly soured in that delightful pickle way. It should not be slimy, moldy, or foul-smelling; those signs indicate that something has gone very wrong. If you have any questions about the mixture, throw it out. It’s better to start over than to eat a bad pickle!

After you decide that your pickles have hit the taste that you’re looking for, you can either rinse them and then jar them for a few weeks in a fresh mixture of 3 parts of good quality vinegar (5 percent acidity) with 1 part filtered water, or you can process and can them to preserve them for up to a year. If you choose to can them, you’ll need to remove and rinse your pickles, strain and boil the brine they’re fermenting in, and then can them using the instructions later in this section.

Quick-Process Pickles

Quick-process (also known as fresh-pack) is a faster and generally easier way to pickle than fermentation. It won‘t preserve your food nearly as long as the traditional process, but it’s tasty and time effective. Instead of bacteria causing fermentation, quick-process pickles rely on vinegar to flavor and preserve the vegetables. Generally, you’ll place your produce in a glass jar or food-safe container, and then cover your vegetables with a boiled mixture of vinegar, salt, sugar, and spices. The pickles should then be covered and left at room temperature for approximately 24 hours to allow the flavors to penetrate before being transferred to the refrigerator. Prepared in this way, pickles will last for a few weeks if kept cold. If you’d like to keep your pickles for longer, you’ll need to follow the instructions in the canning section for packing and processing your pickles. If quick-process pickles are canned in a sterile manner, they can last for a few months. A quick note, though: if you ever notice your quick-process pickle solution starting to look cloudy, that’s a signal to toss the pickles. A cloudy solution is acceptable if you are making fermented pickles, but for nonfermented pickles, it can indicate yeast spoilage. Sometimes, using regular salt instead of pickling or canning salt can also cause cloudiness, as can preparing your pickles in a reactive (any container that is not ceramic, glass, stainless steel, or Teflon) container. Even though cloudiness from salt and from a reactive container is not dangerous, it’s usually best to toss cloudy quick-process pickles, in case the off-color is caused by yeast.

Fruit Pickles, Relishes, and Chutneys

Fruit pickles, chutneys, and relishes are all derivatives of the quick-process method of pickling. They are largely unfermented, with the exception of some preserved lemons and limes, and you generally pickle them by covering them in a boiling vinegar-sugar solution. You’ll notice as you make them that fruit pickles will take significantly more sugar and less salt than nonfruit pickles, but it’s very important not to dilute the vinegar with water—vinegar should always remain at a concentration at or above 5 percent. More sugar can offset the sour tang of the vinegar (unless you enjoy pungent flavors), as can substituting a flavored vinegar like apple cider vinegar or rice wine vinegar. Those options also add a subtle taste that will blend well with Asian flavors. Fruits, relishes, and chutneys should always be canned for storage, unless you are planning to eat them within a few days.

Even though these methods cover most of the pickles that you’ll be making, you should treat these overviews primarily as general guidelines. Make sure to check the specific recipe that you’re making for any noteworthy changes to the processes outlined here. In general, the longer you plan on storing the pickle, the more chance that you’ll need to take some additional steps to ensure safe canning.






STORING and Canning Your CULINARY Crop


Unless you’re going to be consuming your pickles within a week or two, you’ll most likely be canning them for long-term storage. This preservation method demands a certain attention to detail, but when done properly, it can preserve your pickles for months at a time. Canning used to be thought of as something Granny did, but not anymore. Besides the obvious rewards of preserving and intensifying the flavors of the pickles, many chefs have come to love the hands-on nostalgia of the process itself—you might be one of them!

Tools of the Trade

The most important piece of equipment in your canning adventures is the canner itself, but a lot of people don’t know what type of canner to get, or when to use pressure canning versus a hot water bath. The simple rule of thumb is that all high-acid foods go into a hot-water-bath canner. Everything else (low-acid foods, including all nonpickled vegetables, meat, fish, poultry, and dried beans) must be processed in a pressure canner. High-acid foods are all fruit products and anything pickled with vinegar—this includes pickles, relishes, and vinegar-based sauces. All of the pickles that we cover in this book can be successfully canned with the hot water method, so it should be your default method unless a pickle recipe specifically calls for a different tactic. The hot water bath increases the temperature in the canning jar enough to kill bacteria, and it also pushes out air bubbles as the content expands. As the jars cool, the air pressure creates the seal that makes the lid pop—the final product should look like any other well-sealed jar that you would buy at the grocery store or co-op.
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