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      THE EVERYTHING® ROOT CELLARING BOOK

      Dear Reader,

      My first book, The Everything® Grow Your Own Vegetables Book, was recently published, and I felt the topic of root cellaring and storing food would be the perfect follow-up book. I talked with my mother and other women who are all well into their seventies and eighties when I started writing this book, asking them about their experiences in preserving and storing foods. For them, this had been a necessity. As they grew up and raised their families, preservation techniques had been passed down to them by their mothers and grandmothers. Today, we no longer need to rely on our gardens to feed us, and most of the skills and tricks of the trade around root cellaring, canning, and preserving foods are in danger of becoming obsolete.

      The good news is there is a current trend toward more of us wanting to return to our roots and live off the land. Maybe we don't need to grow and preserve our own foods, but we want to — some of us for our own health or the health of our children, many of us for the health of our planet. Whatever the reason, being able to choose homegrown veggies and fruits from your own root cellar is the only reward you need. So what are you waiting for? Get started now!

      Happy root cellaring,
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      Welcome to the EVERYTHING® Series!

      These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.

      You can choose to read an Everything® book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-questions, e-facts, e-alerts, and e-ssentials. We give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.

      We now have more than 400 Everything® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging categories as weddings, pregnancy, cooking, music instruction, foreign language, crafts, pets, New Age, and so much more. When you're done reading them all, you can finally say you know Everything®!
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      Answers to common questions
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      Important snippets of information
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      Urgent warnings
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      Quick handy tips
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        This book is dedicated to everyone who is committed to growing some of their own food and is willing to take the steps toward becoming more self-sufficient.
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      Top 10 Things to Remember When Using Your Root Cellar

      1. Find a hillside location for building an underground root cellar that is north-facing and has good drainage.

      2. An underground or partially underground root cellar that is bermed or covered with soil will offer the best natural insulation for your stored foods.

      3. Choose the best quality produce you have, harvest them at their prime, and remove any broken, bruised, or softened items before storing them for best results.

      4. Keep your root cellar or cold storage at a temperature between 32ºF and 40ºF Fahrenheit and with a humidity of 80 to 90 percent.

      5. Good ventilation is necessary so the air in the root cellar or cold storage can freely circulate.

      6. Check your stored fruits and vegetables at least once a week and pull out any items that are rotting, moldy, or excessively shriveled.

      7. If you are finding a lot of your items are going bad, check the temperature, humidity, and air circulation. If you need to pull the produce, preserve it by either freezing or pickling; this allows you to use it before it deteriorates any further.

      8. If there are any pests eating your food, take the time to find out how they are getting into the root cellar; then secure the entrance and set traps to stop any further damage.

      9. Check your preserves on a regular basis. Make sure you throw out any jars if mold is growing on them or they have a funny odor.

      10. Take the time once a year to thoroughly clean your root cellar. Remove and wash all containers and shelves. Rake a dirt floor or sweep a concrete surface and remove all debris from the area. Finally, air out the root cellar by leaving the door open for a few days.

    

  
    
      

      
      Foreword

      As a teenager I worked at a farm stand and bakery on centuries-old farmland. Many kinds of fruits and vegetables were grown on site, but apples and peaches were the biggest crops by far. The original farmhouse stood just across the road from the bakery, and in peach season the farmer's elderly mother would phone us from her living room. She'd ask for someone to come over and carry a crate of peaches up from her cellar, for her to peel and slice for the bakers while she watched her afternoon soap operas.

      Among the bakery help, I was usually the one elected to perform this task. Across the street I'd go, up the porch steps, through the front door, and straight down into the cellar. The wooden steps were smooth with use. A single light bulb hanging on a wire lit the underground room, showing its dirt floor and many-shelved walls. Freshly picked peaches sat in crates on the floor, waiting to be prepped and used in desserts or canned and placed up on the shelves. The air was cool and dry, with a not unpleasant musty, earthy scent. I would always linger a few minutes before hoisting a peach crate up into the steamy August afternoon.

      This book will introduce — or reintroduce — you to the magic of a root cellar, a practical yet nostalgic thing. But these chapters cover more than making and using a root cellar. Catherine Abbott covers canning and other preservation techniques that require only some common kitchen equipment and a pantry or cupboard for storage.

      If you have a vegetable garden, you know that sometimes the yield is more than you can use or give away. The storage and preservation techniques Catherine outlines will keep excess harvest from going to waste. Even if you don't grow your own vegetables and fruit, a root cellar can be a real boon. I've noticed my grocery bill is always bigger when I buy more produce. I'm sometimes torn between feeding my family healthy food and sticking to a low budget. Here's one way to reach both goals: buy produce when it is in season locally, for a lower cost than what's shipped in the off-season, and preserve it for later use.

      Root cellaring may have implications beyond the backyard. Over the past few years, as the economy has declined and unemployment has increased, more and more people have had to turn to community food pantries and soup kitchens for help in feeding their families. In many cases, hobby gardeners have stepped up to help these institutions provide nutritious food for the hungry or homeless. Take for example the Rhinelander Area Food Pantry and Community Garden in Rhinelander, Wisconsin. In 2008, a volunteer team that included Master Gardeners, Boy Scouts, students, and correctional-facility work crews grew more than 6,000 pounds of vegetables and fruits in a quarter-acre garden. The produce went to feed local low-income, elderly, disabled, and unemployed people. On a smaller scale, Terry and Carol St. Peter, of West Virginia, can their backyard peaches, apples, tomatoes, and more to give as donations and gifts. Similar stories can be found across the country; we've covered these and others in Horticulture. As I read Catherine's text, I couldn't help but imagine what the addition of a root cellar would mean to a community garden, “people's pantry,” or soup kitchen and their guests — especially during the winter months.

      Meghan Shinn, Editor, Horticulture Magazine

    

  
    
      

      
      Introduction

      THE IDEA OF MOVING to the country, living off the land, growing your own food, and choosing to live more sustainably are ideas that are gaining traction in today's world. There are a few people actually doing this and, while some people are only dreaming of changing the way they live, an even larger number are actively taking steps toward accomplishing these goals in their own backyards. If you are reading this book you probably fall into any one of these categories.

      Deciding to grow some of your own food or choosing to buy bulk items for processing are great reasons for having a root cellar or other cold storage areas. The root cellar offers a practical place to store your fruits and vegetables during the winter months, allowing you to bring fresh, healthy foods to the table while saving money on your grocery bills. Traditional underground root cellars are easy to construct; the soil offers natural insulation and maintains the proper temperature and humidity needed for keeping stored foods fresh over several months.

      If you are interested in learning about root cellaring, storing, canning, freezing, and drying some of your own foods, this book has some great tips and information to help you get started. The book is divided into chapters focusing on specific topics so you can find what you need quickly and easily. Feel free to jump from chapter to chapter as you come up with questions while you go through the process of building, maintaining, and filling your root cellar with stored fruits, veggies, and preserves.

      If you do not want to or are not yet ready to construct a root cellar, this book also offers some great suggestions for finding unconventional cold storage areas in your own home. Don't hesitate to get started no matter where you live, how big of a garden plot you have, or how much food you want to store. Just canning a few jars of pickles or salsa and storing them in your pantry can be a great accomplishment for a beginner.

      There is no better reward than going into your root cellar in the middle of January and pulling out some veggies and fruit for your evening meal that you placed there in the fall. Can you imagine the joy of opening a jar of preserves and tasting the fresh sweetness of the fruits you picked months before? Give root cellaring a try, and you will never want to go back to buying all of your produce from a store's shelves!

    

  
    
      CHAPTER 1

      
      Why a Root Cellar?

      Having a root cellar will allow you to feed your family healthy, fresh foods all year long, save some money on your grocery bill, and lower your energy footprint. In this chapter we will discuss the various reasons why a root cellar is a great way to promote good health and benefit the environment.

      
Your Health

      Eating your way to health starts with thinking about what foods you are eating and asking yourself if you are making the best choices for yourself and your family. We as a society have drastically changed how we eat in the past fifty years. Most of us in the modern world have more than enough food to eat and tend to eat more than we need to, yet we are generally less healthy than our parents and grandparents. If we keep making these same choices when it comes to food, the trend is for our children to be even less healthy than we are now.

      New preservation methods have been introduced over the past several decades that have changed how we commercially produce, process, and package our foods so that we now have more choices in the quantity and types of food available to us in our local supermarkets. Processed foods offer us convenience, but they're not always the healthiest choices. Most of us lead busy lives and often choose processed foods that are quick and easy to prepare. The problem with this is that many commercially processed foods have excessive sugar or sweeteners added in some form, as well as salt, fats, artificial flavors, and chemical preservatives. All this adds up to escalating health problems like diabetes, heart disease, and obesity.

      
        
          
            [image: illustration]
          
        

        In 2005, the United States was listed as #1 in the world in obesity, with a 30.6 percent obesity rate. By way of comparison, only 3.2 percent of the population in Japan and North Korea are considered obese. Mexico was #2 with 24.2 percent; the United Kingdom was #3 with 23 percent. Canada was a little better off, coming in at #11 with only 14.3 percent of the population being rated obese. Source: www.nationmaster.com.

      

      By taking only a few weeks during the summer or fall months to can, freeze, or dry your own fresh vegetables, fruits, and meats, you can feed your family healthier, fresher foods all winter long. By growing and harvesting your own veggies or buying from a local organic farmer, you are more likely to have less nutrient loss because you can quickly cool or process the produce. Freezing or drying your vegetables or fruits within a few hours of harvesting will help retain those nutrients and keep the vitamin content high. Best of all, you will have the convenience of going to your own root cellar, pantry, or freezer and pulling out an assortment of healthy foods to quickly feed yourself and your family.

      
Save Money

      Choosing to keep a root cellar and doing some of your own canning or freezing will save you money on your grocery bill. In the United States, 90 percent of a person's food budget is spent on processed foods according to www.naturalnews.com, so taking the time to make your own jams, pickles, sauces, as well as canning your own fruits and veggies and drying your own fruits or meats can save you money. There may be some initial cost in purchasing equipment for canning, freezing, or drying your foods (check out Chapters 8, 9, and 10 for more details), but the items you buy will pay for themselves within one or two seasons.

      If you do not have your own vegetable garden, or if you only have a small one, you can save money by buying fresh vegetables or fruits when they are in season and then preserving whatever you don't use right away. With our global market, we have the option to buy almost any type of vegetable or fruit we may want at any time of year. The cost for this convenience and choice is often exorbitant, however. Simply put, choosing to eat locally grown vegetables and fruits in season when they are more plentiful and the price is lower will save you money. Fresh foods in season not only cost less, they also taste better.

      Meats are best purchased and eaten in certain seasons as well. Forage fattened beef and pork are best in the fall and winter months. Cows are more comfortable after the frost has killed the flies and sweetened the grass. They increase their forage intake because of this, making the meat tastier and more nutritious. Chickens lay more eggs in the spring, which makes these months a great time to eat more eggs.

      
        TABLE 1-1
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For The Environment

      If you are reading this book, your health and the health of our planet is probably important to you. Our food generally travels thousands of miles to get to our table, and this journey uses up a great deal of fossil fuels. Growing your own food, especially organically, and then storing or preserving your produce and meat for personal use is a great way to make a difference in the health of our planet. Building and using a root cellar, or some other kind of cold storage area, is an easy way to improve your overall health, help reduce your food costs, and do your part to protect the environment.

      As a society, we have become accustomed to having all kinds of food available to us at any time of year. We unfortunately forget the cost of this convenience, not only to our pocket books but also to our environment through the energy used to get those foods to us. As discussed in the last section, choosing to purchase local, in-season produce and meats is a great way to save money and potentially make our planet a better place for future generations.
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        Choose to compost your kitchen waste. Composting is a biological process where organic waste is reduced to humus material. When a plant dies, the remains are attacked by microorganisms in the soil and eventually turn kitchen waste into a substance used by other plants to grow. Compost is a great addition to the soil in your veggie garden!

      

      Organic farmers are concerned about environmental protection as well, so buying organically grown foods is another way to support our planet. Organic farming helps our environment in the following ways:

      
        	
          Better care in handling of animal waste.

        

        	
          Protection of wildlife.

        

        	
          Avoiding the use of agricultural toxins, pesticides, herbicides, fungicides, and chemical fertilizers.

        

        	
          Protecting our water sources.

        

        	
          Promoting local production and consumption to reduce food air miles. Food air miles is the calculation of the total distance in miles that food is transported to get from the farmer's field to your plate.

        

      

      
Back to the Farm

      More and more people are choosing to leave the larger cities to try their hands at living in a rural area. Many are choosing to start home-based businesses and market gardens, or to be as self sufficient as possible by growing their own food on larger pieces of land. By choosing to live rurally, many are leaving conveniences behind to enjoy a simpler, calmer lifestyle.

      Some definite advantages to choosing this rural lifestyle are: letting go of the rat race of the city; spending less time in our cars and more time with our families; enjoying the benefits of more physical outdoor work and vegetable and fruit gardening; working with livestock; and taking the time to enjoy nature. The flip side to all this is that you'll have to make due on less money and perform lots of hard, physical work. You will sacrifice some conveniences, like easy access to the corner store. You may have to deal with such nuisances as frequent power outages, and not being on city water or sewer services.

      However, choosing to be as self sufficient as possible by growing your own food, preserving food for the winter months, and using a root cellar as storage can be very rewarding, partially because that hard physical work will keep you in shape! If you are thinking of making a lifestyle change, be sure to take the time to research and plan your move. Take a good look at what your needs are and whether the property or area you are considering will meet those needs. Taking courses in gardening, farming, or living off the land before jumping feet first into something that is totally new to you will make the transition easier and more rewarding.
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        Utilize your storage areas for extra income. If your home is more like a country cottage, find extra space in your barn or shed to store RVs, campers, boats, and collector's cars. Be aware of liability issues before you take on anyone else's property.

      

      Choosing to grow your food using organic principles is the best way to live sustainably and to protect our farmland. Organic methods promote sustainability of soil, plants, animals, humans, and our planet. They support the ecological systems and cycles of nature, working with and maintaining them rather than trying to change them. Organic methods build relationships with other creatures and take care to protect the health and well-being of our planet for future generations.

      
The Urban Gardener

      Some of you probably aren't ready to give up everything to move to the country but are still interested in growing some of your own food. We can all grow some of our own veggies and fruits, store them, and preserve them no matter where we live. Even if all the outdoor space you have is a front porch or balcony, you can still grow some of your own food. So long as the area gets sunlight and you have access to water, you can grow your veggies in pots, on a balcony, or in raised beds. Even the rooftop of your apartment building offers potential space for your veggie garden.

      Many cities now have community gardens available in some neighborhoods for local residents to use, and empty lots have been turned into very successful gardens in many cities. If you live in an area where there are no community gardens, perhaps you can start one. Local governments, community service organizations, and private groups often fund community gardens.
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        Try square foot gardening if all you have is a small space to grow in. Design your beds to be four feet by four feet, thereby making it easy to divide the area into square foot blocks. In each square you can grow one, four, nine or sixteen vegetables depending on the vegetable size. Check out The Everything® Grow Your Own Vegetables Book for more details.

      

      Another option for finding locally grown food, that also serves as an opportunity to help in growing this food, is to join a Community Shared Agricultural Garden (CSA). This type of co-operative is usually started by a local farmer who wants to grow vegetables for a group of people who are willing to sign up in the spring to receive a certain amount of food each week during the growing season. Often a requirement for being a member is volunteering to help with planting, weeding, and harvesting the fruits and vegetables. This is a great way for you and your family to learn where your food comes from as well as a potential place for you to purchase bulk quantities for preserving some of your own food for the winter months.

      
Living like Grandma Did

      Many of our parents or grandparents lived very different lives than we do today. Gardening was a necessity for them, not a hobby like it is for many of us. They grew vegetables and grains, tended animals, and lived with very little other than basic necessities because there were no other options. They had to grow their own food in order to have something to put on the table for their family to eat. They may have lived simpler lives, but they probably worked harder than any of us can even imagine.

      Of course, today we have many tools former generations did not have. We have pressure canners, special water bath canners, and specific tools for drying and preserving of our food. That said, there is still much we can learn from prior generations and so we should take the time to chat with our parents and grandparents about the “old ways” of doing things. Learning how to perform tasks that were necessities for past generations can be a great way to include other family members, neighbors, and friends in the root cellaring process.

      
        [image: illustration]
      

      Old-fashioned canner

      There is a current trend toward slowing down the pace of life, growing your own food, and taking the time to store and preserve it. Integrating old and new methods should make it even easier for you to can, dry, and preserve fresh food. You should be able to enjoy fresh, healthy foods all season long while continuing to support our planet, as well as future generations, in choosing to lead healthy lives.

    

  
    
      CHAPTER 2

      
      Get the Most Out of Your Root Cellar

      The purpose of a root cellar is to store your fresh fruits and veggies so you can eat them during the winter months. If you are just starting to think about building a root cellar, or if you already have one, this chapter will help you to gain some knowledge on how to get the most out of it. You will learn how to choose the best location and size, how to create the best conditions, and learn new information on shelving and container options that will help you get the best possible results from your root cellar.

      
The Location

      After deciding you want or need a root cellar, the next step is choosing the location that will work best for you. Ideally you want your root cellar to be close to your garden so you will find it easy to put extra veggies directly into it when harvesting. You also want the root cellar to be easily accessible from your kitchen so you will be able to get to your stored foods without any difficulty, especially on those cold winter days.

      If you live on a site with a hillside or slope — one that can be easily excavated and faces away from prevailing winds — then you already have an ideal spot to build your root cellar. Using the earth as insulation is one of the best ways to protect your fruits and vegetables, and having three walls and the roof covered with soil is ideal. If at all possible, locating the entry door on the north side of the slope will help to insulate the structure and provide minimal exposure to direct sunlight. You will also want to avoid building in a low-lying area and make sure your site has good drainage so that the cellar doesn't fill up with water. (Read more about how to build a hillside root cellar in Chapter 3.)
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        Your area my have restrictions on what kind and size of structure you can build, so you will want to check with your local government as to whether or not a building permit is required before you start constructing your root cellar.

      

      Examine the soil content before you begin digging into your hillside; soil that is rocky or hardpan clay may not allow for easy hand digging, which means renting or buying excavation equipment may be necessary. Sandy soil can also provide difficulties, such as walls collapsing as you dig. There can be a variety of different types of soil on any property, and it may be necessary to consider a few potential sites before you settle on the right one.

      Another thing to look out for when choosing a site for your underground root cellar is large trees. Tree roots can reach amazing distances and may cause a lot of problems during the excavation of the site. They can also invade the walls of your root cellar later on. If at all possible, avoid areas with large trees and do not plant deep-rooted trees or shrubs nearby.

      You will have to build your structure above ground if you live on a flat property, which means making sure to provide proper insulation. Heat will penetrate the walls of your root cellar if the sun hits them, especially if they are made of concrete or wood, and this will warm the interior and cause the temperature to rise. Your stored fruits and veggies will dehydrate more quickly in those tepid conditions. The room may freeze without proper insulation in the winter when the temperature gets below freezing, causing the fruits and vegetables to rot more quickly. Wiring your root cellar with electricity is another way to solve this problem. Whichever method you choose, be sure to keep the temperature in your above ground root cellar as consistent as possible.

      
Does Size Matter?

      The size of your root cellar will depend on how much food you want to store and what size root cellar you can build in a good location. A ten-foot by twelve-foot root cellar will usually have plenty of space to store veggies, fruits, and both canned and dried goods for a family. Your requirements will vary, but if you are going to the expense of excavating or building a root cellar you need to make sure it is large enough that you are able to grow into it as you gain more experience storing your foods. If you live in an area with tornados and hurricanes, keep in mind that a properly built root cellar can also be used as a safety shelter and therefore would need to be big enough to comfortably host your family.
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        Records from 40,000 years ago show that native Australians were the first people to document the benefits of burying food in the earth. They grew yams and developed ways of preserving them for later use.

      

      Your root cellar should ideally have at least two rooms, one colder than the other. Having two rooms allows you to regulate the humidity, temperature, and air flow, giving you the best storage conditions for a variety of foods. Storage requirements for specific fruits and vegetables are discussed more fully in Chapter 7, “Storing Produce.”

      
Conditions

      Cool temperature, high humidity, good air circulation, and proper ventilation are essential to having a well-functioning root cellar. If you lose more than thirty percent of your crop to spoilage each season, you will have to figure out which of these conditions are not being met.

      Temperature

      The optimum temperature for your root cellar is between 32ºF and 40ºF Fahrenheit. This fairly cool temperature helps to slow the release of ethylene gas from certain vegetables and will also slow the growth of microorganisms that cause foods to decompose. If the temperature gets too warm, the food will rot or get moldy; too cool a temperature and the food will freeze, causing it to become soft and mushy after it thaws again. Extreme temperatures will cause the food in your root cellar to deteriorate faster, so it is important to make sure you insulate well and regulate the temperature.

      
        
          
            [image: illustration]
          
        

        The town of Elliston, Newfoundland, in Canada is the known as the “Root cellar capital of the world.” They have 135 documented root cellars in the area. The oldest surviving root cellars date as far back as 1839 and are still in good condition and used today.

      

      The temperature in a root cellar is never uniform, and knowing which areas are colder or warmer will enable you to store your produce in the proper areas. You will need at least two thermometers to regulate the temperature inside your root cellar. Place one in the coldest part of the cellar, one on the outside of your structure, and closely monitor each area. Regulate the inside temperature by opening doors and windows, and opening or closing ventilation pipes.

      Humidity

      The optimum relative humidity in a root cellar is between 85ºF and 95ºF percent, and every root cellar should have a hygrometer to properly regulate the humidity. Too much moisture and your food will rot and deteriorate more quickly; too little and your food will shrivel up, leaving nothing for you to eat.

      A damp dirt floor will give you the best results for achieving the ideal humidity in your root cellar. A concrete floor will also work, but will tend to lower the humidity in the cellar and therefore needs more regulating to get the best results.

      Here are some easy ways to add moisture to your root cellar:

      
        	
          Sprinkle the floor with water, especially a few days before you start bringing in the freshly harvested veggies.

        

        	
          Leave large pans of water near the intake air vents.

        

        	
          Cover the floors with wet materials such as damp straw or sawdust.

        

        	
          Shovel some snow into the root cellar to cool and humidify the area.

        

        	
          Pack vegetables in damp sawdust or peat moss.

        

      

      Too much humidity can be just as damaging to the food stored in your root cellar as too little. Cold air does not hold as much moisture as warm air so moisture will collect on the roof or shelves and cause condensation if the cellar has too high a humidity content. Keeping the humidity regulated so there is no condensation is your best practice for preserving your food. If condensation does appear, make sure no water is dripping directly onto your vegetables or fruits.

      Ventilation and Air Circulation

      You will want to make sure your root cellar is equipped with one vent allowing air to flow in and another vent allowing air to be released. Keep in mind that it is easiest to put these vents in when building your root cellar. Ideally you will want the intake vent to be low and the outtake vent to be placed higher up; cool air will be able to enter the cellar, and as warm air rises it will be released through the outlet vent. A mesh cover placed over each vent will prevent rodents from getting in.

      The vents allow both the temperature to adjust and the air in the root cellar to circulate freely. In extremely cold or extremely warm climates, you have the option of blocking the intake vent to prevent intense temperature from entering. Make sure you open it regularly to allow the air to circulate since this is a critical factor in minimizing any airborne mold. One way of maximizing airflow is to make sure your shelves sit a few inches away from the walls. Another is to store containers of foods and jars of preserves with some space between each.

      
Shelving

      In addition to keeping your cellar more organized, shelving helps keep your veggies fresher. Fruits and vegetables put directly onto the floor of a root cellar will rot and deteriorate more quickly because they will either become moister or get too cold. Shelving allows the air to circulate freely around your stored foods. Some foods, such as cabbage, onions, and apples, give off ethylene gases and so you'll want to make sure these items are put in an out of the way corner or on the topmost shelf to prevent them from affecting other produce.

      
        [image: illustration]
      

      Use sturdy shelves to get good air circulation

      There are many shelving options available for use in your root cellar. You can build sturdy wood shelves; use metal or plastic shelving; make use of recycled items such as old cabinetry or cement blocks with wood slats laid across them; or install any other item that will stack or can be easily hung on a wall. Make sure your shelves are the right height to allow your containers to get air circulation around the top as well as the sides.
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        If you have pests such as mice eating your produce, take the time to find out how they are entering your root cellar. Setting traps or using battery powered sonic repellers will go a long way toward preventing them from eating all your fresh, tasty veggies!

      

      Your shelves should be sturdily built to hold heavy items. Shelves that use slats are one of the better options available since they will support those heavier items and allow for extra air circulation around your containers and jars. You will also want your shelves to be easily removed so they can be cleaned at least once a year. See the section on “Maintaining Your Root Cellar” later in this chapter for more details.

      
What Containers to Use?

      Almost any container you have on hand or can purchase cheaply will work in the root cellar. For some vegetables and fruits, like potatoes and apples, it is important to use crates or baskets that will allow air to circulate freely. It is ideal to hang foods such as onions or garlic, which do better in a warmer part of the root cellar, in mesh bags. Most other produce can be stored in wooden boxes, metal tubs or pails, food grade plastic bins, metal trash containers, or recycled items such as old stainless pots or large enamel bowls. Sturdy food-quality plastic bins with airtight lids are useful for storing bulk items like grains, beans, flour, and honey. These plastic containers can also be used for curing pickles or sauerkraut if you do not have any large crocks or find them too costly.
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      Bins for root vegetables

      
Maintaining Your Root Cellar

      A well-constructed root cellar will not need a lot of maintenance. If your root cellar is new, you will want to check the temperature and humidity every day just to make sure everything is where it should be. This way, you can then open or close vents as needed or add moisture if it is too dry. You will want to check your produce on a regular basis as well and remove any fruits and vegetables that are rotting or molding. This will help stop the problem from spreading to the rest of your stored items.

      Once a year your root cellar should be thoroughly cleaned and aired out to help prevent plant disease or any insect infestations. Choose a dry day late in the summer when the shelves are nearly empty. Open the doors for two or three days to air the place, remove all the containers and shelves, wash them thoroughly with a bleach and water solution, and let them dry in the sun for a few days. If your cellar has a dirt floor, rake it to remove any debris; if it is cement, make sure you sweep and wash it well. Whitewash the walls as well. Your root cellar is now ready for a new season of fresh foods!

    

  
    
      CHAPTER 3

      
      Building an Underground Root Cellar

      There are three ways to build a traditional root cellar: dig it out of a hillside, build a hatch cellar, or build an above ground structure that is partially underground. If you live in an area where you have access to a small hillside near your house and garden, this cou Bins for root vegetables ld be an ideal spot to build your underground root cellar. In this chapter we will discuss the various building options. You will find information on excavating, the materials you may need, and the importance of good drainage, insulation, and venting for your root cellar.
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