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  Dedication

  To the loves of my life—Peter and Cody.


  Other Books by Kate Fiduccia:

  •   Venison Cookbook

  •   Cabin Cooking

  •   Grillin’ and Chili’n’

  •   Backyard Grilling

  •   Cooking Wild in Kate’s Kitchen

  •   Cooking Wild in Kate’s Camp

  •   The Quotable Wine Lover


  An Introduction to Jerky

  What is Jerky?

  There are many meanings of the word jerky. Some are funny, such as when someone acts jerky. Some relate to articles of clothing. A jerkin is a short, tight-fitting piece of clothing worn by women. But we’re concerned with the food-related terminology for jerky. Jerky is meat or fish that has been sliced or formed in thin strips and prepared carefully for preservation. About one pound of raw meat yields four ounces of jerky. Jerky even includes fruit and vegetables.

  Before we delve into jerky and jerky making, there is a difference between drying and preserving meat and making meat jerky. When drying meat that will be rehydrated later on, the meat has to be cooked first then dried. When meat has been cooked and dried, it can be stored in the freezer for up to one year. Meat jerky, which does not always require that it is cooked, can be stored in zip-top bags for two to six months.

  Why Jerky Today?

  Many people are returning to the basics and are enjoying the art of preparing their own food. Many are also concerned about being able to control what goes into their food products and the food preparation process. Other food lovers are making jerky from their own beef, game meat, or poultry to save money. Jerky has also seen a resurgence in popularity as a quick nutritional snack for athletes, dancers, and long-haul truckers alike. It’s also an integral part of the Paleo diet, whose followers try to emulate the eating patterns of our caveman ancestors.

  History of Jerky

  Jerkied meat and fish have been a part of every culture’s history. Some say it had its origins with the ancient Incas. The Incas had an advanced method of food preservation and storage. Because they were able to store and hold food much longer than any other people at that time, they were able feed their armies and extend their influence along the route of the Camino de Las Incas to reach the Pacific Ocean on the west and through the Amazon jungles on the east. The Incas usually used llama or alpaca meat that was freeze-dried and stored. They called this dried meat “charqui” (charkey), which then came to be known in English as “jerky.”

  Ancient Egyptian civilizations also had jerky as a food source. In addition to drying strips of meat from game animals indigenous to Northern Africa, they dried fish as well.

  Our first Native Americans made jerky out of buffalo meat. They used their buffalo jerky as a staple to tide the tribe over through the long winter months and also valued it for its ability to be carried as they traveled from one place to another. When the first settlers came to the New World, they were introduced to jerky, as well as a variation of jerky called pemmican. Pemmican is traditionally prepared from venison (buffalo, moose, elk, or deer). The meat is cut into thin slices and dried out in the sun or over a low fire until nearly all the moisture is gone. The ratio of raw meat to final pemmican product is five to one. Once the meat is dried, it is pounded into a fine substance almost like powder. Then it is mixed with melted fat at a ratio of about one to one. Oftentimes, dried fruits, such as blueberries or cranberries, that have also been pounded into a powder-like substance are mixed in, as well. The final mixture was then formed into portion-sized pieces or stored in rawhide pouches.

  Native Americans who lived near the ocean would soak the strips of meat in salt water before drying. This is one of the earliest forms of brining food. An alternate method of making jerky was over fire. Used to either keep the flies off the meat or keep the meat dry with a fire inside a large teepee, the smoke from the fire added flavor to the jerky.

  As the early settlers headed west, traders and explorers valued this food source, as fresh food was often scarce during their travels. They also realized it as a viable food option once game was killed and the fresh meat ran out. The meat of other game animals was also made into jerky, such as turkey, goose, duck, and even fish.

  With today’s varied options for preparing jerky, nearly any low-fat food product can be made into jerky. Traditional jerky meats include beef, buffalo, deer, caribou, moose, antelope, rabbit, and lamb. Poultry jerky includes chicken, turkey, duck, ostrich, and emu. Freshwater fish jerky includes bass, walleye, sunfish, and crappies. Saltwater fish jerky includes sole, flounder, rock cod, trout, catfish, and salmon. The end goal for all these types of jerky is to produce a safe shelf-stable product that has had nearly all of its moisture removed so it can be stored without refrigeration.

  Jerky Safety

  When is it Safe to Eat?

  Jerky safety is a pertinent concern since raw meat or fish is the primary ingredient. Special care must be taken to drastically reduce the moisture content to inhibit any bacterial growth. In 1995, for example, nearly a dozen people in Oregon became ill after eating E. coli tainted homemade jerky.

  E. coli is a type of bacteria that normally lives in the intestines of people and animals. There are, however, a few types of E. coli, particularly E. coli 0157:H7, that can cause intestinal infection. The more common infection symptoms include diarrhea, abdominal pain, and fever. In cases that are more severe—usually in people with weakened immune systems—one can have bloody diarrhea or even kidney failure.

  Most whole meat jerky is prepared and dried at temperatures of 140 to 155°F. At these temperatures, most of the moisture is extruded, but the temperature is not hot enough to kill the bacteria if there are any. When making ground meat jerky, there is a greater chance of bacterial contamination. Since the meat went through a grinder, any pathogens that were present on the machinery have been distributed through the mixing process. Furthermore, any bacteria that may have been only on the surface of the meat are mixed into the product.

  Other pathogens to be concerned about include Salmonella and Trichinella. The Trichinella parasite was found in cougar jerky that was prepared and consumed in 1995. Remember that for anyone to become sick from eating jerky, there are three things that have to happen. Bacteria or pathogens have to be on the meat. The meat is then prepared in a manner that does not kill the bacteria. Lastly, the meat is consumed with the bacterial contamination.

  Jerky is safe to eat when all the pathogens are eliminated and the product is shelf stable. Shelf stable is when a product can be stored at room temperature without supporting any microbial growth.

  There are three methods that can be used to prepare jerky so it is free of pathogens. While they are effective, they are not typically used when making jerky, as the end product often has a different feel and taste than your typical jerky. Three of the most effective ways to prepare jerky and ensure that the pathogens have been eliminated include:

  Vinegar Soak: Raw meat that is to be made into jerky is soaked in vinegar. Then these strips are marinated in a seasoned sauce or dry rub. Lastly, the meat is dried in an oven, dehydrator, or smoker. The combination of the vinegar’s acid properties and the dry heat result in the elimination of pathogens.

  Post-Drying Heating: Dried meat strips are placed in a low-heat oven (about 275°F) for about ten minutes to kill the bacteria.

  Precooking the Meat: Raw meat slices are dipped in a hot brine. The slices may be removed once they reach an internal temperature of 160°F. This method also reduces the pathogens on the meat.

  When is it Dry?

  Sufficient moisture in a food product serves as a basis for microorganisms to grow. Research has determined that shelf-stable beef jerky has a moisture content of 0.85 or less. To prevent mold growth on jerky, it should have a final moisture content of 0.70 or lower. Tools to measure the moisture content of jerky products are not available to consumers, but there are other measures to use to check for doneness.

  Most times, when the meat is well-dried, it is dark and fibrous and will be brittle enough to break when bent in half.

  Factors that Affect Cooking/Drying Time

  Factors that affect the drying time vary widely depending on the type of product you are using, its shape, thickness, fat content, and the amount of air circulation in your dehydrator or oven, as well as the consistency of the unit’s temperature.

  To ensure a cooking time that will apply to all the pieces of meat, have them as similar in size and in thickness as possible. On average, most jerky strips are cut to about 1 inch wide, about ⅜ to ¼ inch thick, and about 6 to 10 inches long. The more uniform they are, the better chance that they will all be done at the same time.

  Whole meat strips of jerky that have been in a liquid marinade will take longer to dry than those that have had a dry seasoning applied. The same holds true for the ground meat jerky that has had just a dry seasoning versus a liquid one mixed in. Generally, a ground meat jerky that has been formed with a jerky gun will take a shorter time to dry than whole meat jerky.

  The more consistent the temperature and air movement in your oven or dehydrator, the better and quicker the drying time. Jerky needs moisture to be removed, and the circulating air removes the moisture that rises to the surface as the meat dries. A consistent temperature in the oven will ensure a better product overall. Too low of a temperature will not cook or dry the meat sufficiently, and too high of a temperature will cook the outside and make it brittle.

  Lastly, ambient air conditions also affect the drying and storing times. Making jerky in an oven in the humid areas of the Southeastern United States will take a bit longer than doing this in the arid regions of the Southwest.

  Lean Versus Fatty

  Since fatty cuts of meat will turn rancid, always select the leanest cuts of meat. If you are going to buy beef at the store, USDA select grade is leaner and will have less internal fat, or marbling, than choice or prime grade cuts. If you use ground beef for jerky, use as lean a mixture as possible, preferably 93 percent lean or higher. Grass-fed beef, as a whole, is much leaner than corn-fed or grain-fed beef. So, ideally, this type of beef will have a lower fat content to begin with. All venison is leaner than beef. The best cuts to use include the loin, round, and flank.

  Some wild game, including wild hogs, cougar, and bear meat, can be infected with the parasite known as Trichinella. Freezing and drying these meats will not kill this parasite. But the pre cooking method—when the meat reaches an internal temperature of 160°F—will kill these parasites and most other pathogens.

  Poultry and Rabbit

  The leanest cuts of poultry and rabbit are the breast of poultry and the loin of rabbit. Trim all cuts of skin and fat before marinating or drying.

  Fish

  Lean fish are the best for making jerky. Some of the leaner fish, with less than 2.5 percent fat, include:

  •   Cod

  •   Flounder

  •   Grouper

  •   Haddock

  •   Mahi-Mahi

  •   Monkfish

  •   Perch

  •   Pollock

  •   Red Snapper

  •   Sea Bass

  •   Sole

  It is common, however, to see recipes for salmon jerky, and there are two in this book. The key to safely making jerky out of fattier fish is to include some time in a smoker so the heat from the woody smoke assists to remove as much fat from the fish as possible. This is not necessary all the time.

  Fish needs less time to marinate. The flavors of a marinade or rub will penetrate the flesh in less time than with other meats.
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  This dehydrator is made of hard plastic and comes with four trays, a dial to control the thermostat, and a fan. Be sure that the front door closes completely when drying jerky.
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  A good dehydrator will have a thermostat control with settings for various types of foods.

  How to Dry Jerky

  Dehydrator

  Electric dehydrators are the most commonly used method to make jerky. They vary in capacity (wattage), fan speed, and air movement—some are vertical and others are horizontal. There is a wide variance in the efficiency of home dehydrators. Some take longer than others to reach the desired temperature. Others have temperatures that fluctuate during the drying process. Some are not calibrated to match what is set on the temperature dial. In the end, look for the best dehydrator that you can afford and one that has the following features:

  •   A dial to control the thermostat with temperatures between 130 and 150°F. The proper temperature for producing safe jerky is between 145 and 155°F. It is not advised to use a dehydrator with preset temperatures that you cannot control.

  •   A fan to distribute air throughout the entire unit.

  •   Food-grade or stainless steel trays.

  •   Outside construction made of steel, hard plastic, or aluminum, along with double-wall construction to minimize any heat loss.

  •   Enclosed heating element.

  •   Instruction manual.

  •   Sufficient number of trays.

  Conventional Oven

  A conventional oven is a good tool for making jerky. Many folks use this method—but it usually takes a bit longer than a dehydrator since there is no air movement within a traditional oven. With the process taking longer, the oven-drying method for making jerky also uses more energy.
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