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  This book is dedicated to my father who imparted a million

  skills to me that I never thought I’d need, but that have added

  immeasurably to my life, and to everyone who has to figure out

  how to make ends meet with far too few dollars.


  Introduction

  In the mid-1990s I joined the ranks of what are known as “the working poor.” I lived alone in a small studio apartment. Between the costs of rent, car insurance, child support, gas to get back and forth to work, and other necessities, my weekly food budget was only thirty dollars. The simplest things, such as a flat tire, would set me back so that I couldn’t afford to pay my electric bill on time and all the food in my refrigerator went bad.

  I was very cognizant of the need for a balanced diet including plenty of vegetables and fruits. But buying them fresh was often cost-prohibitive, and most canned vegetables from the supermarket are less nutritious than fresh or frozen ones.

  During that time, I grew my first gardens since moving to New England from Virginia. A studio apartment affords no ability to garden, and there were no community gardens nearby. So I made use of a plot of ground that I tilled at the edge of some high-voltage lines, and grew some vegetables that way.

  The local grocery store would take fruits and vegetables that were past their peak and couldn’t be sold at full price, mark them down, and put them on a carousel. This allowed me to buy a variety of vegetables and fruits for far less than retail, though I’d have to remove rotted spots and use them almost immediately. Unfortunately, the supply of vegetables that way was intermittent at best. The store would do the same thing with meats, marking them down the day before they were to be discarded.

  This is when I got into dehydrating. I invested $50 in a dehydrator from a large chain store, and used it to preserve food when I could get it, so I’d have it for later, whether my electric bill was paid or not.

  At that time, I did a lot of ThermosTM cookery. Instead of buying bread or boxed cereal, I’d buy hard red winter wheat berries, rolled oats, or plain rice cheaply, and cook them overnight in the thermos. When I started dehydrating food, my thermos cooking really took off because I could then add dried apples or strawberries to my concoctions. Even more importantly, I could make hearty soups and stews from jerky and dried vegetables. When summer came, my small plot under the power lines yielded produce that I could dehydrate to keep me through the upcoming winter.

  Between the hidden garden, buying nearly-expired food at the supermarket, and using plain grains instead of processed foods, I was able to thrive, rather than merely survive, on my meager

  food budget.

  Eventually, things started to look better for me economically. At this point, I don’t need to dehydrate, grow a garden, or pinch pennies the way I had to back then. But I do it anyway.

  For those who have read my other books, you know that I use a method I call “Mini Farming” to provide 80% of my food. Before I adopted the PaleoTM diet, I made my own breads, cheeses, and beer. I continue to make my own wine and vinegar. I can reliably pay my electric bill these days, so I freeze a lot of food for preservation, and because I have more space, I do a lot of canning as well. But I still do a ton of dehydrating.

  Even though it may not be necessary, by growing and preserving food at home, your family saves a lot of money. More importantly, it turns the home from being little more than an expensive hotel that costs money into a center of production that pays for itself. Even better, as I document more fully in The Mini Farming Guide to Vegetable Gardening, food you grow yourself can be dramatically more healthy and rich in life-sustaining nutrients than food you buy. In addition, the movement and exercise involved in gardening is healthful, and the time spent interacting with nature is therapeutic.

  Dehydrating is the oldest means of food preservation, and it is one of the most convenient. The food will keep even if you’ve lost electricity due to a storm. It also weighs a lot less, and takes up less space than any other method. I have dehydrators sized for small jobs, and a large dehydrator for large harvests. These allow me to save food either in batches or “off the cuff.” And the dehydrated food supplies add up. I have dehydrated beef, fish, parsnips, carrots, celery, tomatoes, peppers, beets, and herbs on hand, among other things. Using these ingredients, I can do everything from thicken spaghetti sauce for canning through making a complete beef stew.

  The greatest recommendation I have for dehydrated foods is that they are convenient, and lend themselves to making convenience foods ranging from packaged salad dressing mixes through mushroom soup. They are likewise tasty!

  I’ve done a lot of dehydrating over the past twenty years. Taken as a whole, dehydrating is very simple so it doesn’t need a weighty tome to reveal its secrets. What I have done in this book is to describe the underlying principles and practices of dehydrating in such a way as to remove any mysteries or apprehensions, and also describe the practical use of dehydrated foods in a way that makes them enticing. Dehydrated foods have a place in your cooking and diet, and that place can be delicious!


  Chapter 1

  Principles of Dehydrating

  All forms of food preservation work by slowing or stopping the processes that cause food to spoil, degrade or rot. Wine preserves juice by replacing sugar with alcohol. Brined pickles preserve cucumbers by converting sugar to lactic acid. Freezing food preserves it by slowing enzymatic processes and making it too cold for spoilage organisms to reproduce. Canning preserves foods by killing spoilage organisms, deactivating enzymes and excluding oxygen. Dehydrating works by removing the water necessary for enzymes to work and spoilage organisms to live.

  Why Foods Rot

  Everything produced in nature returns to nature. The leaves that fall from trees ultimately become the soil from which trees draw sustenance to make new leaves. Although sometimes food takes a more circuitous route to its ultimate destination, this is the fate of all things. Nature assures this outcome in the very mechanisms of cells.

  When a cell is cut off from its supplies of food and oxygen, as happens to the cells of a steak when a steer is killed, the enzymatic processes in the cell don’t simply stop. In fact, those processes can continue for many days depending upon the conditions under which it is stored. However, the processes are not those that normally take place while the animal is alive. During life, metabolic waste products such as lactic acid and carbon dioxide are removed and replaced with fresh glucose and oxygen. This allows the cell to operate effectively. But when waste products are no longer removed and new supplies are no longer delivered, the proteins and enzymes within the cell take on a different character and purpose. Specifically, proteins are created that tear down tough tissues and collagen so that the meat can be more easily digested by microorganisms such as bacteria and macroorganisms such as fly larvae.

  While the process of aging meat is sometimes thought of as being a form of rotting, it actually isn’t rotting because it doesn’t utilize spoilage organisms. Rather, aging takes place at temperatures that discourage rapid bacterial growth while still allowing the after-life enzymatic processes of the cells to tenderize meat so it is more flavorful. Of course, if the temperature were a bit too high or it was kept unfrozen for too long, the tenderized meat would be a prime meal for microorganisms that would induce rot in short order.

  The same thing occurs in fruits and vegetables. For example, when making brined pickles, the blossom end of the cucumber is sliced off so that the enzymes don’t spread throughout the cucumber and soften it.

  So the first cause of food spoilage is enzymatic. Enzymes within the cells of a food product will break it down, soften it, and make it ready for consumption by microorganisms such as fungi and macroorganisms such as fly larvae. These enzymes don’t actually spoil the food, but they make the food susceptible to spoilage organisms and alter its character.

  Another cause of food spoilage is microorganisms. With the exception of pathogenic diseases, occurring while something is alive and exchanging sustenance, microorganisms seldom have much of an effect. An apple on a tree seldom spoils, spinach leaves on a plant don’t spoil, and chickens walking around the yard are unaffected by bacteria. It is only after the cells of the plants or animals are no longer receiving new sustenance and their waste products are no longer removed that they become vulnerable to spoilage.

  Of course, we don’t usually eat apples right off the tree or pick up a chicken out of the yard and eat it whole on the spot complete with feathers. Instead, these are processed and shipped or harvested and stored. And it is the time after harvest or processing that creates the window of vulnerability for microorganisms.

  Microorganisms that are utterly harmless to living things get busy in a hurry on processed and harvested food. As they consume the food, they grow their own populations and return the nutrients in the food to the earth to repeat the cycle. When this happens in your compost pile, that’s a good thing. When it happens on your kitchen counter to organic peaches that cost $5/lb., the event is less amusing.

  Microorganisms are no different from any other living thing in that they require certain conditions in order to thrive. Some microorganisms require oxygen, and some can’t grow while oxygen is present. Some microorganisms grow best at room temperature and others grow better at slightly higher or lower temperatures. Every microorganism also has certain preferred ranges of food. This means that they will grow in some foods, but not in others.

  These two factors—cellular enzymes and microorganisms—are the key factors in food spoilage. Other factors can contribute to these processes and may even be prerequisites, but enzymes and microorganisms are the key.

  Sunlight and other sources of bright light also play a role in spoilage because the ultraviolet rays can discolor or damage food. Another source of damage is oxidation. You’ve seen this with a cut potato or apple changing color. Though the changes made by sunlight and oxidation aren’t as serious as those made by enzymes and microorganisms, preventing them is important for making an appealing product.

  How Dehydration Keeps Food From Spoiling

  Water is necessary for life and all of the processes of life. No water means no life. Although this may only be a problem if you’ve decided to hike through the Sahara desert, it is also useful knowledge for preserving food.

  Water is the carrier within cells that allows enzymes to function. If the water is removed from the cell, then the enzymes are stopped in their tracks. Most enzymes have a particular temperature range at which they work. Freezing preserves food by holding enzymes below their operational temperature range. Canning preserves food by raising the temperature so high that the enzymes are denatured so they are broken down and can therefore do nothing. Dehydration works by removing the water that enzymes need in order to function. It is important to understand that the enzymes can be (and often are) still present in dehydrated foods, but are simply inactive due to a lack of water. Once water is added, enzymatic action and consequent degradation returns.

  Freezing controls microbes by maintaining temperatures that are too cold for their reproduction. Canning controls microbes by killing them with high temperatures. Dehydration controls microbes by making the environment uninviting for them. Microbes need water to live and multiply. There are some microbes that form spores and hibernate while conditions are too dry, but many microbes will dehydrate and die.
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