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This is dedicated to the hope that food drying will find a welcome place in everyone’s kitchen and that every farmers' market will have at least one dried food vendor. And with heart and soul, I pray that we all embrace a variety of ways to live more sustainable lives.
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Thank You All







Bushels of thanks go to my husband, Joe Deden. He is a willing taste tester, photographer, consultant, fellow gardener, food preservation partner, sustainable quester, and friend.


One of my best food consultants is my mother-in-law, Adeline Deden. Although she has lost most of her sight and cannot read recipes, her memory serves her well, she has a good palate, and she can feel when the texture is just right.


My best taste testers are Hunter and Alysse, our treasured grandchildren. Alysse gleefully strips rhubarb leather off the dehydrator trays and gobbles it up and Hunter loves to sample jerky.


The quest for good food is growing as people assess the value of what they consume and the link between food and good health. Much of the credit for this shift in consciousness goes to the influential chefs who use and celebrate organic and locally grown food in their restaurants. These culinary trailblazers have modeled an ethic of stewardship, healthfulness, and creativity that has helped to promote environmental thoughtfulness and food awareness.


I am proud and grateful to live in a rural community where there is a growing appreciation for the quality of our soil, our air, and our water. Our commitment to the environment was put to the test a few years ago when the world’s largest tire burning plant was scheduled to be built only a few miles upstream from our community. People rallied and, thank goodness, stopped the tire-burning project in its tracks. Since this victory, people in our community have steadily worked to embrace more sustainable ways of living.


This project was strengthened by the editorial contributions and emotional support from Mary Musielewicz, Shayla Gehrke, Nancy Martinson, Maggie Molyneaux, and my long-time, dear friend Ray Howe. Thanks to the folks at Nesco, especially Kurt Jansen, who magically transformed our homegrown photography with his patience and healing brush. Maxxx Madcap gets credit for the illustrations. This project was initiated by and thanks to the work of Paige Cram, Abigail Gehring, Tony Lyons, and Bill Wolfsthal of Skyhorse Publishing. And I am grateful to Duane Peterson for being one of the kindest people I’ve ever met.


Buffalo Bird Woman


One of my mentors has been Buffalo Bird Woman. She lived a hundred years ago and was one of the last Native American women to garden in the traditional Hidatsa/Mandan manner in southwestern North Dakota. Dr. Gilbert Wilson, a University of Minnesota anthropologist, recorded her knowledge in his book Buffalo Bird Woman’s Garden. This book provides a rare and valuable window into the past by clearly documenting specific details of how Native Americans grew, harvested, dried, stored, and cooked their food. Buffalo Bird Woman gardened in the ways of the people of the Great Plains, who farmed in the same manner for a thousand years. As a messenger of the old ways, she detailed how to build drying platforms, the best days to dry corn, beans, squash, buffalo, serviceberries, prairie turnips, and more. She cached food for two years in case the next growing season was a failure.




One of my favorite Buffalo Bird Woman stories is about her garden. “Along with the other women we would sit in the watching platform to oversee our gardens,” she said. “We cared for our corn in those days as we would care for a child; for we Indian people loved our gardens, just as a mother loves her children. And we thought that our growing corn liked to hear us sing, just as children like to hear their mothers sing to them. Also, we did not want the birds to come and steal our corn.”
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Introduction







Food Drying with an Attitude has something for everyone: vegetarians, natural food enthusiasts, omnivores, hunters, fishermen, raw food enthusiasts, gourmet cooks, gardeners, farmers, hikers, bicyclists, and even fast food junkies. Children will learn how easy it is to make yummy fruit roll-ups and sweet, healthy treats. Dog, cat, and bird lovers will find out how to dry treats for their special friends. For those with a creative flair, a dehydrator is a fabulous tool offering limitless artistic opportunities.


This book is the culmination of more than thirty years of drying food. Within these pages you will find a wide variety of recipes, along with straightforward and practical techniques and instructions.


You’ll learn how to:




• Make great jerky, a wildly popular, low-fat, high-protein fast food.


• Save money and promote good health by drying fresh, frozen, or canned fruits and vegetables—from apples to watermelon, asparagus to zucchini.


• Dry locally grown, in-season, chemical-free, and preservative-free food.


• Dry fruit and vegetable purées, from applesauce to thick liquids such as spaghetti sauce and soup.


• Make exotic and nutritious raw foods.


• Prepare lightweight, portable dried foods to take along when adventuring in the great outdoors.


• Cook and bake with dried foods.


• Make terrific dried food powders.


• Dry herbs and flowers.


• Treat your pet with homemade goodies.


• Make great gifts and home decorations.





For over three decades I have promoted food drying throughout North and Central America. My husband and I live at Eagle Bluff Environmental Center in rural Lanesboro, Minnesota. Our constant goal is to do our best to minimize the demands we make on this planet and to live thoughtful, respectful, and sustainable lives.
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We use our food dehydrators throughout the year. My husband hunts, so each fall we butcher deer and make lots of jerky. During the winter we buy overripe bananas from our local grocer and dry them instead of baking cookies. In spring we pick and dry watercress from a cold stream to use in salads throughout the year. We dry asparagus and hunt for morel mushrooms. Then our gardening cycle begins with raking, tilling, and planting. After tending and harvesting, we dry, can, and freeze the bounty and sell our excess at the farmers’ market. I have more than a hundred rhubarb plants from which I make a dried rhubarb sauce called “Rhubarb Lace” that sells like hot cakes at market. All year long we use the food we dry as snacks and in cooking and baking. My husband and I value spending time in the kitchen together and we enjoy feeding our family and friends good food.


My food drying passion goes back to the 1970s. I was a single parent raising two small children and putting myself through college. I had rented a house in the country and much to my surprise, when spring came I found that my side yard had once been a garden. I knew that gardening was a way to provide good food for my kids and to save money, so I rented a garden tiller, hauled and spread well-aged manure, and started planting.


In that rich soil I planted dozens of tomatoes, peppers, salad greens, and an entire package of zucchini seeds. The harvest overwhelmed me. I bought a used freezer, tried canning, experimented with oven drying, and finally built my first outdoor food dehydrator. Then, fortunately, an entrepreneurial friend gave me one of the first electric dehydrators to hit the U.S. market.


From the beginning I was fascinated with everything I dried. It was fun. It was play. My kids loved the dried food. Throughout my experimenting I kept asking, “What if?” What if I dried a tomato, what would it look like? If I added water back would it taste like a tomato? If I dried zucchini, what would it taste like?


My experimentation led me to demonstrate and sell dehydrators at an appliance store in Madison, Wisconsin. I’d set up my table, fill my dehydrator, and offer passersby samples of dried bananas, apples, applesauce, and pineapple in hopes they’d want to purchase a dehydrator. Adults would politely say they were full, or it was Lent, or they simply didn’t like fruit. It was the children who relished my samples. Again and again they returned, showed me the palms of their hands, and asked for more dried fruit. Those little hands gave me the encouragement and resolve that food drying was something important. I knew that some day those little hands would grow into big hands that would have control of their wallets and be able to buy dehydrators. I trusted that these willing young people would remember how good my samples tasted. I believed it was only a matter of time and my tenacity.


As my dedication to promoting food drying grew, I had the opportunity to travel to Central America to share what I had learned. Everywhere I traveled, people seemed intrigued by and interested in my information. One day, after teaching a class in the remote village of Pearl Lagoon, Nicaragua, a man stood up and said, “Mary Bell, I want to thank you for coming all this way. I did not know that I could dry all those foods you mentioned.” At that moment I knew what my trip was really about. I was encouraging people to open their minds to do something they had not thought of before. I was promoting creativity and experimentation—and that felt great!


Writing this book is about sharing what I’ve learned, and my intention is to give encouragement and support to others. My need to share led to my writing Dehydration Made Simple, which came out in 1980. In 1994 Mary Bell’s Complete Dehydrator Cookbook was published. I published Just Jerky in 1996 and Jerky People in 2002. Here I have compiled into one book the most concise and helpful information I have gleaned through all these years of pursuing my passion—food drying.


This book presents a “can-do” attitude. I believe that you, regardless of your lifestyle and food choices, will enjoy many benefits by including food drying in your life-skills tool chest.


Getting Ready


You can do this! Drying food is easy. And fun! Even exciting! Food drying is a playful, hands-on activity that will stimulate your curiosity as well as your taste buds.


Dry fruits, vegetables, meats, fish, herbs, flowers, yogurt, pickles, sauerkraut, and even blue cheese. Make jerky and homemade fruit roll-ups. There are only two foods that you should not dry: uncooked eggs and oil. Don’t try to dry oil because it just won’t dry. And do not dry whole raw eggs, because drying can produce a toxic product, so just don’t do it. You can dry cooked eggs, but not raw.


Never again feel guilty when it’s time to clean out your refrigerator. Instead of tossing out limp celery, half an onion or a hunk of pepper—dry them!


Use a blender to grind dried celery to a powder. Then instead of buying commercial celery salt (which is mainly salt), use your 100 percent celery powder. I guarantee it will taste better than any you can purchase. After squeezing a lemon to make lemonade, cut the rind into small pieces and dry it, then when you want lemon peel, instead of buying the commercial stuff, use your own.




Simply by removing water from food you can save money, eat better, reduce waste, minimize crop loss, help stabilize the world’s food supply, utilize locally grown food, and have a reliable supply of food from one harvest to the next. Food drying is revolutionary.





Have you ever bitten into a fresh peach and found it woody? Instead of adding it to the compost pile, you can dry it. When you eat the dried peach slices, you will never know that the peach wasn’t juicy before it was dried. The dried peach slices will taste sweet and be full of flavor.


Not Perfect?


I realize that some people in the food world would argue that only the freshest, most pristine, blemish-free produce should ever be consumed. But one of the most interesting things I’ve discovered over the years is that some old, imperfect food actually dries really well. For example, I’ve dried a lot of apples—new apples, old apples, wrinkled apples, tart apples, and sweet apples. What has surprised me is how well old apples dry. They have a wonderful crispness and taste sweeter than before they were dried. Trust me, you cannot tell they were old once they’re dried. This thrills me, because wastefulness has always bothered me. As an environmentally aware person, I appreciate the old adage “Waste not, want not.” Of course, food that is spoiled, is of poor quality, or has inedible spots should not be dried.
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When you go grocery shopping and find great buys, drying will provide a way to take advantage of good deals. One time I bought twelve ripe kiwis for a dollar, and we snacked on sweet, yet tart, dried kiwi slices for months.


Gardeners, next time you’re tempted to search for an unlocked car to unload your excess bounty, get out your food dehydrator instead. Be adventurous and dry everything. Slice a tomato, put it on a dehydrator tray, turn the dehydrator on, then every hour or so look at it and when it feels dry, take it off the dehydrator. When you are invited to a party, take along a bowl of dried tomato chips and some dip to share with your friends.


Drying As a Preservation Method


Drying is easier and cheaper than freezing or canning. Also, it requires less energy consumption and is less nutritionally damaging. Most foods are dried fresh, although some foods are blanched before drying, which impacts water-soluble vitamins. Vitamin C is an airsoluble nutrient and can be lost in the dry air process when cells are cut and exposed to air. Fiber, carbohydrates, and minerals do not change as a result of drying. The caloric value of dried food is exactly the same as when the food was fresh. Any food that contains sugar will taste sweeter after it’s dried because removing water concentrates the natural sugars.


[image: images]


[image: images]


Most of the research on food drying has been conducted on foods prepared by the commercial drying industry. There has been very little research on foods dried by the average person. It only stands to reason that fresh, locally grown food has more food value than food that is picked before it is ripe and is shipped over long distances. In addition, drying your own food will give you control over the use of additives and preservatives.


Frozen foods require a constant flow of electricity. Each month you pay money to keep water in food frozen. Then when the frozen food is thawed, it is not the same as when it was fresh because the freezing process ruptures food cells. In contrast, food drying does not cost money each month, nor is it vulnerable to power outages, and dried food does not suffer from freezer burn.
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Twenty tomatoes, three different ways.


Canning is time consuming, cumbersome, and expensive. The entire process uses a lot of energy. With canning you store food in water after boiling it to destroy all the bacteria. The seal must remain airtight to keep the vacuum intact and prevent contamination. Drying doesn’t require special containers or new seals and lids: recycled canning jars, lids, and seals do the trick. Canning and freezing need more storage space than dried food. When canning, we generally put about five tomatoes in a one-quart jar. In contrast, when drying tomatoes, I can put the dried slices of as many as twenty tomatoes in a one-quart canning jar or store the same amount in a one-quart self-sealing plastic bag.


Drying is less work. It doesn’t take a huge commitment of time. With canning you must finish what you start, and you need a sizeable supply of food in order to begin. With food drying you can dry a little food at one time and the dehydrator does the work—not you.




Nutritional Study Dr. Dorothy Pringle, a University of Wisconsin professor of nutrition, evaluated the diets of the residents of the village of Puerto Cabezas, Nicaragua. From February through July, the people had a diet rich in vitamin A, but from August to January they suffered from vitamin A deficiency. This cycle corresponded to the mango crop that began to ripen in February and continued to be harvested through July.





Emergency Readiness


Our grandparents and many of our parents, whether rich or poor, thought ahead to what they’d eat next week, next month, even next year. Historically, food drying and storage were commonplace and considered wise. Foresight and survival were synonymous.


Implementing a home food storage program has always been and will always be a good idea. Being prepared can help us through all kinds of emergencies, whether it is a harvest loss, a disruption in the fossil fuel supply, or the consequences of climate change.


The True Cost of Food


In my opinion, the true cost of food is more than what you pay at the store. The true price should factor in where and how the food is grown and the energy and transportation costs of getting it to the consumer. It is estimated that food travels about 1,500 miles before it reaches our kitchens. Consider that most of the weight of food (80 to 90 percent) is water. Water weighs eight pounds a gallon. Wouldn’t it be a good idea to dry food where it is grown and transport it without water? Wouldn’t that be cheaper than dragging water across continents? Reducing weight reduces both packaging and storage space.


Fresh foods are perishable and drying can help eliminate waste on both a personal and a commercial level. For example, one year we planted two hundred tomato plants. I dried and packaged all the extra tomatoes and stored them in plastic bags in the freezer. In spring I took my dried tomatoes to market before any tomatoes were on the vine. We sold out before the next tomato crop was ready. Our tomatoes weren’t wasted and I put some money in the bank.


Similarly, growers could profit by drying any excess produce and gradually releasing dried foods into the marketplace. This approach could help to moderate the plunge in prices that results when a crop is harvested all at one time.


Shouldn’t the true cost of food include the environmental impact of putting chemicals in our soil, air, water, and ultimately our bodies? Isn’t it time we consider our responsibility to the global community?




Vitamin A deficiency hinders growth and development and lowers resistance to infections. Vitamin A is retained during the drying process. Dried mangoes stored in airtight containers and kept out of light have a six-month shelf life. One solution to cyclic vitamin A deficiency is to eat fresh mangoes for six months and the rest of the year eat dried mangoes.





Why it’s important never to throw away bananas!


I’ll never forget the shock my husband and I had when we toured a banana plantation in Belize. Mountains of bananas twenty feet high and twenty feet wide lined both sides of the road as we drove into the plantation. Our guide told us, “These ‘reject bananas’ are not up to buyers’ standards.” Although edible, they were “not perfect enough” for the United States market. Adding to this waste was the environmental degradation caused by growing bananas. “The coral reef bordering the plantation is dying,” our guide said sadly. He blamed the demise of the precious coral reef on the fertilizer and pesticide run-off from the frequent spraying of the banana crop.
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If consumers actually paid the real cost of growing, harvesting, and transporting bananas, the cost should include cleaning up and restoring environmental damage. Banana growers could make more money by setting up a drying operation instead of wasting a substantial portion of their crop. Imperfect reject bananas can become deliciously sweet, dried chips without added sugar or preservatives. When you find on-sale brownspotted bananas, buy them, take them home, dry them, and have nutritious snacks as you drive to work, fly on a plane, trek over a mountain, or put a snack in your kids’ lunch bags.


A Bigger Vision


After all these years thinking about drying food and planting and harvesting, I believe that the single most important thing each one of us can do to balance the world’s food supply is to take more responsibility for securing our own food. By utilizing locally grown food, we can be more independent and self-sufficient. Each one of us can strive to minimize our impact on this planet. Grow food yourself or support those who sell at your local market. Money spent locally strengthens your community.




Food is our most intimate connection to the land. It is our source of health and vitality and the centerpiece of family, ethnic, and community traditions. It reflects who we are and what we value.





Drying food helps promote a simpler, sustainable, and more self-sufficient lifestyle. I believe that if each one of us would take more opportunities to obtain and preserve a reliable supply of locally grown food, we could change the world. We would eat better, save money, reduce waste, and be involved in meaningful, creative, nurturing, and environmentally sustainable activities.


Food drying could alleviate the imbalance in the world’s food supply and mitigate starvation and suffering. I believe that the distribution of resources is the underlying cause of much of the world’s turmoil. I wonder, should we be so confident that war and starvation always happen “over there”? When something happens to one of us, it happens to us all, and, one way or another, the impact is felt.


Drying Over Time


Growing, harvesting, and preparing food has directed the course of history and changed life on earth. Drying food is part of our human history. Hunters and gatherers learned about caching and preserving food from watching big cats drag their prey up into trees where it hung, safe from critter competition, and dried in the sun and wind.




The ultimate solar collector would focus the sun’s heat and have a system that tracks the sun. It would also have vents to control the temperature, a back-up heat system, and a way to channel the wind.





There is no limit to human creativity. On hot, windy days, Native Americans dried corn, squash, beans, and meat on drying platforms. Incas dried potatoes in the dry mountain air. Nuts were placed in coarsely woven sacks, onions were braided, and herbs were bundled together and hung up to dry. Food has been dried on sun-warmed rocks, on racks placed above wood fires, and on rooftops. Windowsills, stovetops, and gas, electric, microwave, and convection ovens have been used to dry food. Food to be dried has been placed on cookie sheets or cooling racks set near heat registers, on radiators, near exhausting warm refrigerator air, and even in car windows.




Solar drying is a great idea. It has the potential to be energy efficient, universally available, and an environmentally friendly method that completes the natural cycle of the sun’s heat and drying winds to remove water from food. In practice, however, it is dependent upon weather, which is unpredictable, and can result in uneven drying and food quality. Solar drying can take several days. Each night the food has to be protected to prevent dew from collecting. To successfully dry food outside you need low humidity, full sun, and lots of wind.





Getting Set


Food drying is the oldest method of preserving food, but now, for many people it is a new venture.


My first choice of method for drying food is to use a good food dehydrator. With the option of electricity, drying food is easier, you get consistent results, and the process is more reliable.


One of the most important things to remember is to keep your dehydrator where it is easily accessible. Frequency of use can simply boil down to having it handy. If your dehydrator is set conveniently on the counter and you come in from the garden with too much zucchini, or you’ve bought too many tomatoes at the farmers’ market, or you’ve checked your refrigerator and found an apple you know you won’t eat, you can easily dry these foods.




Tips and Good Ideas


• Wash hands before handling food.


• Read through recipes and directions completely before you begin trying something new.


• Make sure you have the ingredients and utensils you will need before starting a recipe.


• Dripping and spilling are okay.


• Think creatively.


• Feel free to substitute ingredients.


• Consider the finished product a work of art.


• Wonder where and how food is grown.





About Dehydrators


Electric dehydrators are simple kitchen appliances that heat and dry air to draw water out of food. A good food dehydrator has both a temperature control and a fan. Food is placed on the dehydrator trays, the dehydrator is turned on, the temperature is set, and within hours the food is dry.


Electric dehydrators work in any weather, on rainy and high humidity days, and during the night. Drying food inside your home means you do not have to deal with dust, bugs, or hungry birds. Electric dehydrators are consistently reliable and eliminate the guesswork of drying food in the sun, in the oven, or over a smoky fire.
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A dehydrator needs a fan to force dry air through food and remove water. Dehydrators that do not have a fan require tray rotation in order for dry air to reach all the food. Tray rotation takes time and attention. In other words, you may need to set your alarm clock, get out of bed, and go to the kitchen in the middle of the night to juggle trays. Trust me—dehydrators that require no special attention get more use.


Electric food dehydrators vary in size, style, and design and range in price from $30 to $300. Some dehydrators are round, with a base, a lid, and trays that are stacked one on top of another. For round dehydrators, the heat source and fan are either on the bottom or on the top, and are connected by the stacking trays. Dry air flows vertically through the trays and across each tray. You can also find square and rectangular dehydrators, which are cabinets that look like microwave ovens. They generally have removable trays and a front door. The cabinet style dehydrator has a heating element and fan mounted on the back, which sends dry air throughout the drying chamber.




Keep in Mind


•All fruits dry best between 130 to 140 degrees.


•Whenever possible, dry food at night when the demand for electricity is less.


•Make it easy on yourself—dry fruit on mesh-lined dehydrator trays.





Round stackable dehydrators give you the advantage of determining the number of trays to use. Using only the number of trays you need to dry a small or large quantity of food makes your dehydrator an energy efficient appliance.




Dehydrators with variable thermostats have temperatures that range from 90 to 165 degrees. Some dehydrators have a preset permanent temperature of somewhere between 130 and 150 degrees.





Dehydrator Accessories


Dehydrator trays have holes in them that allow air to flow in and around the drying food. If these holes are too large, small pieces and liquids fall or drip through.


There are two accessory sheets you can use with a dehydrator that will make drying easier and more versatile. I guarantee that you will get the most out of a dehydrator that has mesh and leather sheets. Most of the time you’ll use one or the other of these sheets on a dehydrator tray before putting food on it.


I call the netted plastic sheet that has small holes in it a “mesh sheet.” These handy sheets:




• Prevent foods with high sugar content, such as bananas, tomatoes, and watermelon, from sticking to the drying trays. Without a mesh sheet, sticky foods are difficult and frustrating to peel or scrape off the dehydrator tray.


• Make cleanup easier.


• Help prevent small pieces of food, like herbs, from falling through the trays.


• Minimize liquid or juice dripping down from one tray onto another.
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