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The Busy Person’s Dilemma

YOU HAVE THREE CHILDREN UNDER FIVE, the baby cried all night, and your mother-in-law is coming for supper. What are you going to do with that bushel of green beans? Or, it’s Thursday, and you just arrived home after a hard day at the office. You know that if you wait until Saturday to make dill pickles, the cucumbers will be too large; but if you pick them now, they will be punky by Saturday . . . but you don’t feel like pickling until midnight. What are you going to do? Well, take a deep breath and relax. This book is for you.

Vegetable gardening is rapidly becoming the number one American pastime. Escalating food costs, inferior quality products, and aversions to chemical additives have convinced many of us that the best way to provide our families with good food at reasonable costs is to raise it ourselves.

When calculating the savings of a garden and home food processing, many people (always nongardeners) will remark, “Yes, but how much is your time worth?” To answer that question you have to be honest with yourself. Would you really be holding down an extra job during those hours that would net you more cash in the bank? Can you put a price tag on the physical, emotional, and spiritual satisfactions that you derive from working the soil and producing the foods that nourish your family? Is the kind of food you feed your family important to you? Is there any way you can buy the feeling of pride you have at the sight of the full freezer; the rows of canned vegetables, fruits, pickles, jams, and jellies; or the root cellar shelves filled to the ceiling? If these things are not important to you, then maybe you should not be gardening or preserving food, because there is a lot of work involved — but the work should be a joy and a challenge to your ability to be more self-reliant.

I’ve written this book for those of you who garden and hold down outside jobs or are busy with kids and other outside activities. I know that it is hard enough to cope with the normal routine of family, home, and job, along with raising a small garden for fresh summer vegetables, without trying to squeeze in long hours of food preservation at the end of a busy day. But much food can be preserved for storage in the small blocks of time you have available on a daily or weekly basis. This book can be used as a primer if you are new to the art of food preservation, and it’s likely to provide new and exciting ideas to those of you who have been preserving food for years.

How Can This Book Help You?

FREEZING IS THE MOST POPULAR METHOD of food preservation. It’s a great time-saving method, and it produces the best finished product; and so this book will focus strongly on freezing techniques, including some new methods that are even more efficient and produce an even better finished product.

Drying is an ancient method of preserving food, one that is gaining in popularity as people discover how much they enjoy having an inexpensive supply of gourmet Italian dried tomatoes and kid-pleasing fruit leathers. Also, as more and more people grow their own herbs, they find drying a convenient way of preserving that harvest. So I will offer plenty of advice for drying fruits, vegetables, and herbs.

I will also discuss the equipment that is absolutely necessary for food preservation and provide information on other equipment that, while not absolutely required, will make food preservation faster, easier, and in general, result in a better finished product.

For people who are serious about food preservation, I will talk about steps that can be taken year-round to make harvest time easier. Throughout the book, you will find tips to help you make the best use of weekends, weekdays, and overnight hours. These tips will include the best times to harvest vegetables as well as the best ways to keep them fresh for up to three days, so that you can plan to harvest one day and preserve a day or so later.

Since I can already hear nutritionists raising their voices in a collective uproar over this last remark, I think I’d better explain myself. Many commercially sold fresh vegetables and fruits are treated with chemicals to preserve their look of freshness; they can be from two days to two weeks old when they appear in your market. You have no way of knowing how many times frozen foods have been defrosted and refrozen (losing nutrients and flavor) before they show up in the frozen food cases of your market. Nor is there any way to judge the hours or days that lapsed between the harvest and processing of canned foods. You will never know what chemicals were sprayed on these foods while they were growing.

Taking those factors into consideration, preserving homegrown foods lets you start out ahead of the game. Even though the best way to preserve all the nutrients and fresh flavor of foods is to pick them at their peak and process them immediately, you can be sure that waiting even two days between harvest and processing will not cost you much more than minimal loss of either nutrients or flavor if you follow my instructions on storing. Therefore, you have nothing to lose and everything to gain by preserving your food by my methods.

In addition to step-by-step, illustrated instructions for processing commonly grown vegetables and fruits, I’ve included recipes for ketchup, salsa, pickles, jams, jellies, and herbal vinegars. I’ve also shared ideas for delicious meals that can be prepared ahead of harvest time to make busy days much easier. Some of these dishes incorporate the vegetables being preserved. Finally, I’ve included a list of suppliers to help you equip your kitchen.

Before we get into serious food preservation, I’d like to share three important pieces of advice. First, make an effort to involve the whole family whenever practical so that everybody becomes excited about what you are accomplishing and the independence it can afford you. Second, stay flexible. This is important mostly from a psychological standpoint. If you become too rigid in your expectations, you will waste tremendous amounts of emotional energy trying to keep up, or being disappointed at failures. This approach can ruin the best of goals. Finally, know yourself. If you work best at night, plan your work for the evening hours; but if you are a morning person, get up an hour or so earlier in the morning to accomplish extra tasks.

The following pages are packed with information to help you make the best use of your time and resources during the harvest season. Good luck and have fun!


CHAPTER 1

[image: images]

Choosing Equipment

PEA SHELLERS, APPLE PEELERS, cherry pitters, food mills, food processors, microwave ovens: Are they really time-savers in the harvest kitchen?

If you are serious about making food preservation as quick and easy as possible, you will want to invest in some time-saving equipment. The right equipment not only makes work easier and more enjoyable, but the end results are usually better, so the feeling of satisfaction is greater.

YOU DO NOT NEED TO PURCHASE the most expensive equipment on the market; some very good and reliable products are sold at reasonable prices. A good food processor is just about the best helping hand a busy person can have at harvest time. Prices range from as low as $45 to around $200 for one of the best Cuisinart models with all the attachments. Once you realize what a help this type of appliance will be throughout the year, you will probably see it as a good investment.

On the other hand, not every new gadget advertised will be worth the money. In this chapter, I will concentrate on the food-processing items that I have tested and found useful in my kitchen.

Determine Your Needs First

BEFORE YOU STEP INTO A STORE or look through a catalog, you should have a good idea of just what equipment you need. This decision, of course, will depend on the foods you will prepare and the methods of preservation you will use. Will you freeze? Can? Pickle? Store in a root cellar? Dry? Will you need to chop? Slice? Dice? Grind? Purée?

If you haven’t decided just how you will be preserving your harvest, glance ahead to chapters 3, 4, and 5 to assess which methods will best meet your needs. There is no point in investing in equipment you won’t use.
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THE EXPENSIVE APPLIANCES

In my kitchen, I have found that I really save time by using my freezer, dish washer, food processor, and microwave oven. Of course, you can preserve food without these appliances, but their year-round uses justify their costs.

Freezers

Although a freezer is a major investment, freezing is very often the fastest method of food processing, and it generally gives you a product that is closest to fresh.

Small freezers contained in refrigerators are not cold enough to freeze and store foods. Your freezer must be a separate unit that maintains a temperature of 0°F or lower to stop the growth of bacteria, yeasts, and molds. Temperatures this low will also greatly inhibit the enzyme action that can cause discoloration and destroy the fresh flavor of frozen foods.

Costs. When you buy a new freezer, research more than just the name-brand models and take their operating costs into consideration. New energy-efficient models cost much less per year to operate than older models, a consideration if you are contemplating a used freezer. Each new freezer should list the approximate amount of energy the unit consumes per year, so be sure to do some comparison shopping. Self-defrosting freezers may not cost more to operate than manual-defrosting models. Accumulated frost in a manual-defrosting model acts as an insulator between the cooling coils and the interior, so additional energy is required to keep the unit cold and to recool the entire freezer after it has been defrosted.

Chest Freezers Versus Upright Freezers. Chest freezers tend to be colder since cold air does not rise quickly when the lid is raised. They hold more food overall per cubic foot and usually cost less than upright models. Upright freezers use less floor space, and they make reaching for food more convenient. But cold air spills from them when the doors are opened; therefore, operating costs are greater. Much of the space in an upright goes to waste since it must be packed so that food won’t fall out when the door is opened.

Microwave Ovens

Microwaves perform many time-saving functions when it comes to preserving food. Where they really shine is in the preparation work for freezing — blanching vegetables and heating sugar syrups. They are also quite handy for cooking fruits before puréeing for fruit leathers. And, of course, microwaves are great for the year-round tasks of cooking fresh and frozen vegetables for the table and rehydrating dried foods.

Any microwave, however, is limited in its versatility, and it should not be used for making preserves or drying most foods, despite the recommendations of some people. Some books do include recipes for microwave preserves; these recipes usually work in quantities no greater than 4 cups of fruit. The cooking times are comparable to larger batches done on top of the stove, and the hot fruit mixture has a tendency to boil over the top of the cooking container and make a mess inside the oven. Also, a tremendous amount of steam is generated, which can be hazardous.

Microwave drying is not recommended by some oven manufacturers, as removing all of the moisture from the oven creates what’s known as a “no-load” situation that can damage the machine’s magnetron tube over time. Microwave drying can also cause a “volcanic effect.” That is, the food feels very hot and dry on the outside but is still moist on the inside. If food is stored in this state, the moisture can turn into mold or cause the food to become rancid. In addition, the intensity of a microwave makes it very easy to overdry foods, resulting in a burned or charred flavor. Some foods, such as herbs, may even catch on fire.

So while drying foods in a microwave oven is possible, it is not always wise. Be sure to consult the manufacturer’s instructions before attempting to use your microwave oven to dry foods or herbs.

Never use the microwave to sterilize jars for canning — it just doesn’t do the job.

Dehydrators

Do you really need this extra piece of equipment? Well, no. But after a few seasons of drying food in your oven or air-drying above your woodstove or outside in the sun — if you live in a hot, dry, sunny climate — you may find that the ease of drying and the convenience of dried foods make drying your favorite method of preservation. Then it will be time to invest in this handy appliance. Dehydrators range in price from about $30 to more than $100.

Like other kitchen appliances, home food dehydrators come in an array of sizes, shapes, and colors, with a wide assortment of features. The basic components of an effective dehydrator include a heat source, a fan to circulate the heat and remove moist air, and trays for the food. Other desirable features include a thermostat to regulate the temperature from a low of about 100°F (for herbs) to a high of about 140°F (for meats) and a timer that will turn off the dehydrator.

When choosing a size, consider how much counter space you can allow for it during use and how much storage space you have when it is not in use. Also, consider how much drying space you want. As a rule of thumb, 12 square feet of drying area is sufficient for a half-bushel of vegetables.

Food Processors

Food processors work so fast that washing the vegetables, cutting them to size, and placing them in the feed tube takes more time than the actual processing. This versatile appliance combines many of the functions of the blender, grinder, and slicer. While processors do not purée as efficiently as blenders, they do a creditable job. They will also grind coffee and meat, and slice, julienne, shred, and grate. Many have accessories that will allow you to cut and ripple cut French fries. They make breads, piecrusts, and sauces with just a flick of the wrist. They can be taken apart easily for cleaning, and most parts are dishwasher safe.

Which Food Processor to Buy.

You can choose between two basic types of processors: direct-drive, which means that the bowl and blades sit directly on top of the motor’s shaft; and belt-driven, where the bowl mounts to one side of the motor. The belt-driven types take up more counter space than the direct-drive processors, and the belt-driven machines that I have tested seem to overheat faster than those with direct-drive.
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side-chute food processor

Most food processors feed the chopped, diced, or sliced vegetables into a bowl. The larger the bowl, the fewer times you will have to empty the vegetables into a larger bowl, and the less time your work will take.

Blenders, Strainers, Food Mills, and Other Useful (and Useless) Tools

Before the electric food processor, many electric and manual appliances made food processing easy. I still use my hand-cranked Squeezo strainer and wouldn’t be without it. You may want to use a few of these appliances during the harvest season.

Blenders have become almost a standard appliance in most kitchens. They can be used to mince, chop, grate, purée, or just blend. They are not as efficient as food processors for coarsely chopping or grating vegetables, since they tend to chop too finely; however, they do a better job of puréeing than the food processor. Blenders often are easier to clean than food processors.

If you make your own tomato juice, sauce, or purée; make soup purées; freeze winter squash or pumpkins; or make your own applesauce, you will not want to be without a good strainer or food mill during the harvest season. Unlike blenders, they will minimize the amount of air incorporated into sauces and purées during processing.
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blender

Three basic types of strainers and mills are available, but if you preserve large quantities of food, the best is the type that uses hand-cranked augers to crush the food and force it through perforated, cone-shaped strainers or screens. Large hoppers direct the purées into bowls, while augers move the skins, seeds, and cores into waste bowls at the other end. When using these strainers to process apples, just quarter and cook the fruit until tender. Tomatoes can be quartered and puréed uncooked. I can strain 7 quarts of tomato purée in just 10 minutes in my hand-cranked strainer, and the finished product is excellent.
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squeezo strainer

These strainers are meant for large jobs, and they take a little extra time for cleanup. All parts can be washed in the dishwasher. The strainer screens, which are the hardest part to clean, can be cleaned quickly and easily by forcing a large canning jar scrub brush down inside the straining screen and giving it a few twists. Before removing the brush, scrub the outside of the screen with a small stiff-bristled brush.

The smaller Foley food mill, shaped like a 2-quart saucepan with holes in the bottom, has a handle with a horizontal cranking arm that operates a semicircular disk that forces the food through the holes. Underneath, a spring-loaded wire scrapes the bottom clean. Releasing a nut on the bottom allows it to come apart easily for cleaning. The Foley Food Mill doesn’t work efficiently on items with tough skins. For instance, tomato skins and seeds tend to get clogged in the bottom. By reversing the action of the disk, however, it can be unclogged quite easily, and you can either remove the skins or continue straining. Foley Food Mills are readily available wherever kitchenware is sold.
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food mill

Chinois strainers — cone-shaped strainers with pestles — come in aluminum or stainless steel. A large wooden pestle, made to fit snugly in the bottom of the cone, presses food against the sides to squeeze it through. Tomato seeds are frequently forced through the holes, giving the tomato purée a speckled look. These strainers cost under $20.

For making clear fruit juices, you will need a jelly bag or cheesecloth for straining out fruit pulp. These can be set inside a colander or strainer. (Cheesecloth is also needed to cover food that is being dried outside.)

A variety of manually operated vegetable and cabbage slicers on the market cost anywhere from a few dollars to under $50. While they can’t possibly be as efficient as a food processor, they still produce a nice product with less effort than slicing with a knife.

My food processor does such a good job of julienne-slicing beans with the thin-slice blade that I would never use anything else. I can do a bushel of beans julienne-style in 35 minutes. However, not all food processors do as good a job. If I had to buy a bean slicer, I would purchase the little handheld Krisk that sells for around $6. It is slow, but it does the best job.
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bean frencher

Several apple peelers are on the market; some work better than others. Ask for a demonstration before you purchase one. I consider my apple peeler a nice extra, not a necessary piece of equipment. Unless you put up bushels of sliced apples, you will not find much use for a peeler.
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apple peeler

If you are planning to make jams and jellies, or to can fruit juices, a thermometer is very useful. Although plenty of tests can determine when jelly has gelled, nothing is as reliable as a good thermometer.

Freezing Aids

In my opinion, boilable bags and automatic sealers are one of the most convenient and versatile food freezing aids to come along. As you will see in chapter 4, you can save a lot of time when freezing vegetables by packing the prepared produce in boilable bags, then blanching, cooling, and freezing — right in the bags. Then, when it comes time to cook the vegetables, you can even reheat them in the bag (although some are best steamed or stir-fried). These bags can also be used for freezing and reheating freshly made casseroles, soups, and stews in single-size portions.

Boilable bags have been reviewed by the FDA and found to be completely safe for processing and cooking foods. (If you have trouble finding them, try one of the mail-order companies that specialize in products for gardeners listed in the appendix). They are made of heavy-duty, food-safe plastic.

Automatic sealers work by sealing the top of the bag on a small, heated strip inside the appliance. Some sealers are designed to use continuous rolls so that you can custom-cut the size bag you need. Other models will seal different foods in separate sections of the same bag, allowing you to put together an entire meal at a time.

Still, you can achieve good results even without an automatic sealer by filling a boilable bag and placing it on a heavy bath towel, then covering the bag with a damp cloth and sealing the top with an electric iron set on low. The electric iron isn’t as convenient as the automatic bag sealer, but trying the process with an iron will let you know whether you want to invest in the equipment.

Another particularly popular food preserving aid these days is the vacuum packaging machine. This type of sealer is more expensive but does a very good job of removing air from the package and thus reducing the chance of oxidation, which can lower the quality of the food. Vacuum-packed foods also take less room in the freezer. However, vacuum packed bags are generally not boilable, so you will need to blanch vegetables before packaging them. If you choose this option, keep in mind that while vacuum-packaging inhibits oxidation, it can increase the risk of other (often nonodorous) bacteria, making it all the more important to process your food properly before packaging.

[image: images]

bag sealer

Blanchers, Preserving Kettles, and Canners

The pots in which you blanch vegetables, cook down relishes and jams, and process canned foods are necessary pieces of equipment. But before you buy anything new, take an inventory of what you have in your kitchen.

The traditional way of preparing vegetables for the freezer is to blanch the vegetables in boiling water to cover, cool them, drain, then bag. It is not the fastest way — using the boilable bag method is, as we will see in chapter 3.

One blancher on the market is so handy I find many uses for it, even though I blanch most of my vegetables in the microwave. The 5-in-1 Pot Steam Blancher is a versatile little kettle made up of a 7-quart deep pan, a deep steam basket, a smaller colander-type of basket, a flat perforated container that holds about 2 cups, and a cover. It can be used for cooking and steam-blanching (three layers at a time), and the colander can be used for straining. It’s the handiest pot in my kitchen and sells for about $30.
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5-in-1steam blancher

For blanching vegetables in a microwave, 1 pound at a time, you will need a 2-quart, microwave-safe container.

If your microwave container does not have a lid, you will have to cover the container with microwave-safe plastic wrap. The microwave- safe plastic wraps that contain polyvinyl chloride form the best seals. Use a big enough piece to allow for steam to collect inside the wrap. To safely remove the wrap from hot food, pierce the plastic with the tip of a knife to release the steam and peel the plastic up and away from the container.

A heavy-bottomed, large-capacity pot is needed for making jams, jellies, and pickles, and for cooking down purées to make fruit leathers. It should be made of a nonreactive metal — that is, stainless steel, enamel-clad cast iron, anodized aluminum, or most nonstick finishes. These materials will not be affected by the acid in citrus juice, vinegar, fruit, or tomatoes. Pots made of unlined aluminum, copper, or cast iron may react with acidic foods to produce an off flavor or to discolor the food. The heavy bottom is necessary to disperse the heat evenly and prevent scorching, which is particularly important when you are making jams and chutneys.

Boiling-water-bath canners can be used to process acid foods only. Low-acid vegetables, meats, seafood, and mixes should never be canned in one (or without a properly researched pressure canning process). Boiling-water-bath canners come in two sizes — the smaller one can process up to 7 quarts at a time, and the larger size can process 9 quarts. They can be made of stainless steel, aluminum, or porcelain-on-steel — the latter being the least expensive, selling for $15 to $25. Any large kettle can be used in place of this type of canner as long as it is deep enough to accommodate quart size canning jars as well as a rack to set them on, plus 4 inches. It should have a cover in order to keep up a good rolling boil throughout the canning process.

Miscellaneous Items You Probably Already Own

A set of glass measuring cups is useful for measuring and pouring hot jellies, thin sauces, sugar syrups, and brines. They have the advantage of being safe for the microwave. Likewise, it’s handy to have more than one set of measuring spoons, particularly when you are measuring a lot of different ingredients for pickles and relishes.

Final Thoughts

If you were to ask me what equipment I considered indispensable in my harvest kitchen, I would answer without hesitation: my freezer, dishwasher, food processor, hand-cranked strainer, and blender. I purchased each of these appliances as soon as they became available for home use, and I can assure you that over the years, they have paid for themselves many times over.

A dishwasher is one of the best time-saving appliances that you can invest in. It will wash several batches of canning or freezing jars at once and keep them hot until needed. Also, dishwashers are helpful with the everyday cleanup chores that need to be done during all seasons.

A dehydrator for less than $100 is a good alternative to a freezer, but a freezer allows you to save time and produce a more palatable end product.

Many more gadgets and appliances are available on the market. Most are unnecessary, but occasionally, something good comes along. If you find an item that looks like it might work for you, and you can afford it, give it a try. After all, it’s the fun of experimenting that takes our daily lives out of the ordinary.


	tips [image: images] If you cannot afford some of the larger pieces of food processing equipment, you might consider getting together with two or three friends and sharing the cost. This arrangement will mean that you must either stagger harvest dates or plan to process foods together in sort of a mini-cooperative.


	[image: images] As you buy new kitchen appliances, put the directions for assembly and use, parts order slips, and warranties in a drawer; or make up a loose-leaf binder with them, and put it with your cookbooks. This action will save time when using these appliances for the first few times, to say nothing of the aggravation that comes from looking for these papers when they are scattered all over, or when you need to have the appliance repaired.





CHAPTER 2
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Tips, Hints, and Other Shortcuts

THE BEST WAY TO PRESERVE FRUITS and vegetables is to pick them at the peak of their maturity and get them from garden to freezer or dehydrator or canner immediately. However, given our busy daily schedules, this is almost impossible for most of us. I emphasize “almost” because, with proper advance planning, you can find the time to preserve everything your garden produces. “But,” you say, “all the planning in the world won’t prevent the green beans from ripening in the middle of the week when I have the least amount of time. Then what do I do?” The following pages contain all the time-saving tips I have gathered during my years of preserving fresh fruits and vegetables.

Ten Harvesting Tips

[image: image] Timing planting. If you stagger the planting dates of vegetables, they won’t all be ready at the same time. This will make it easy to harvest and process small batches of vegetables frequently in short blocks of time.

[image: image] Timing picking. Vegetables picked late in the afternoon or early in the evening (with a few exceptions) will keep better. They have been manufacturing natural sugars and nutrients all day; once the sun goes down, they will use up part of these sugars and nutrients and are at their low ebb early in the morning.

[image: image] Quality. Pick only the best vegetables for storing. Use bruised or less perfect produce for daily meals.

[image: image] Avoid bruising. When picking produce, handle with care to prevent bruising.

[image: image] Morning picking. Berries keep better if they are picked early in the day.

[image: image] Shallow containers. When picking berries, collect the fruit in small containers to avoid packed and crushed fruit. As soon as each small container is filled, place it in the shade.

[image: image] Short-term storage. Store small amounts of fruits and vegetables in a refrigerator or ice chest. Place berries in colanders when refrigerating.

[image: image] Short-term storage in large cans. To make good containers for extra produce, punch drainage holes in large plastic or metal garbage cans. Put a layer of ice in the bottom, and cover with folded newspapers. Place the fresh fruit or vegetables in plastic bags on the newspapers, then place another layer of ice on the bags, and cover with more newspapers to keep in the cold. Set the can in a shady, protected spot. This will keep produce fresh for 2 to 3 days. Add fresh ice daily.

[image: image] Short-term storage in appliances. Fruits and vegetables, along with large ice packs or plastic jugs of ice wrapped in plastic bags to pre vent leaking (condensation forms on the outside of jugs of ice), can be stored temporarily in your dishwasher, electric clothes dryer, or electric oven. (Do not use gas ovens with pilot lights.) Place a heavy towel in the bottom of the appliance; add the ice, then the fruits or vegetables. The insulation that prevents heat loss from these appliances will also keep in the cold. If you must store the produce for longer than 24 hours, change the ice. Return the melted ice packs or jugs to the freezer and refreeze for another time.

[image: image] Washing. Do not wash fruits and vegetables that will be stored before processing. Wash when you are ready to freeze, dry, or can.

Sixteen Preserving Tips

YOU WILL FIND MOST OF MY TIPS FOR SAVING TIME in chapters 3, 4, and 5 where I talk about specific ways of preserving food. Here are just a few reminders.

[image: image] Tray-freezing vegetables. If you find yourself faced with mounds of vegetables and not enough time to process the lot of them, try tray-freezing them. Wash and drain or dry the vegetables, and then dice or chop. (The smaller the pieces are, the faster they will freeze.) Spread the vegetables out on a few cookie sheets, place in the coolest part of your freezer, and allow to freeze. Once frozen, pour the vegetables into plastic bags. Chopped fresh vegetables can be frozen without blanching to be used within 2 months, if they are to be used in relishes or sauces. The crisp texture of the relish will suffer a little loss, but few people will notice it. Make sure when defrosting that all the juices are collected in a bowl and used in the recipe as part of the liquid.

[image: image] Tray-freezing berries. The fastest way to preserve berries is to wash them in cold water, lift the berries from the water, place in a colander, and drain well. Tray-freeze without sugar. When frozen solid, pack loosely in freezer bags. These berries can be used as you would use fresh berries for jams, jellies, pies, puddings, and sauces.

[image: image] Applesauce. The fastest and easiest method of making apple-sauce is with a hand-cranked strainer. Apples need not be peeled or cored, just cooked until soft and puréed in the strainer. Applesauce can be frozen or canned.

[image: image] Quality fruit. Use only firm, unblemished fruit to freeze for pies, fruit compotes, and shortcakes. Soft, overripe fruit will turn to mush when defrosted.

[image: image] Purées. Overripe, unblemished fruits can be frozen sliced or whole (if small) to make quick purées when defrosted. Pop the defrosted fruits into a blender or food processor to make a smooth purée in an instant. Strain only if a very smooth purée is desired.

[image: image] Juice into jelly. Another way to deal with mounds of fruits that have ripened all at once is to freeze or can them as juices to be made into jellies when you have the time.

[image: image] Pumpkins and squash. Even if you don’t have a proper root cellar, you can store pumpkins and winter squash until late in the fall or winter when you have more time for processing. Keep the squash and pumpkins on a closet floor after curing, and they will keep well for 2 to 3 months in these dark, cooler places.

[image: image] Tree fruits. Apples, peaches, and pears should be sliced into a bowl of water containing lemon juice or ascorbic acid to prevent darkening. When all the fruit is prepared, drain well, and tray-freeze or can in syrup.

[image: image] Preparing syrups for fruits. Prepare syrup for syrup-packed frozen fruits and berries ahead of time when you have a few extra minutes; it will save time when preserving the fruits.

[image: image] Microwaving syrups. Sugar syrups can be made in glass measuring cups and heated in the microwave. Heat until the mixture boils, stirring once halfway through the cooking time. Remove and stir to make sure the sugar has completely dissolved. You can hold the syrup for up to 60 minutes with the microwave set on WARM (10% power).

[image: image] Clearest jellies. To obtain a very clear jelly, strain fruit in muslin bags overnight. Do not press the fruit in the bag. If juice remains in the fruit, press the fruit in another bowl to extract the extra juice. Use this second extraction for another batch of less clear jelly.

[image: image] Avoid crystallization. To eliminate the problem of sugar crystals in freezer jams and jellies, measure the prepared fruit into a food processor, add sugar, and blend for 30 seconds. Let the fruit stand in the food processor for the length of time specified in the recipe, add the pectin mixture, and blend again for 30 seconds. While this technique is effective for freezer jams and jellies, it is not recommended for cooked or canned jams because air incorporated during the blending process can prove problematic.

[image: image] Firm strawberries. To keep strawberries from absorbing large quantities of water, do not hull them before washing.

[image: image] Seedless jams. To remove seeds from berries and grapes for jams and conserves, purée in the Squeezo strainer with the berry strainer.

[image: image] Defrosting berries. The best way to defrost tray-frozen berries is to place them in a bowl and cover with whatever sweetener you will be using in your recipe; do not stir. Cover the bowl tightly to prevent expo sure to air (the berries will retain better color, texture, and flavor) and keep it in the refrigerator until the fruit thaws.

[image: image] Fruit pies and muffins. To make pies or muffins using tray-frozen fruits or berries, do not defrost before adding to the piecrust or batter. Add a few extra minutes to the baking time for muffins and 15 to 20 minutes for pies. This extra time may necessitate covering the edges of the piecrust with foil for the first part of the baking time to prevent overbaked edges. Increase the amount of thickening for berry pies by half again as much. For example, if your recipe calls for 2 tablespoons of quick-cooking tapioca, use 3 tablespoons.

Eight Tips for Setting Up an Efficient Work Flow

ARRANGE YOUR KITCHEN FOR GREATER EFFICIENCY prior to the harvest season. Having a place for everything will save time, work, and frustration. Here are some suggestions.

[image: image] Stow seasonal items. Pack away seasonal dishes and entertainment items that take up a lot of shelf or cupboard space to free kitchen space for better harvest time use. Plastic laundry baskets make good storage containers for out-of-season items because they can be labeled and stacked in a small area.

[image: image] Eat elsewhere. If possible, set up a dining area for your family in a room other than your kitchen to allow you to keep your work area set up at all times during the peak of the harvest season.

[image: image] Use a picnic table. If possible, bring a picnic table into your kitchen for a large work area. The tops of most of these tables are just the right thickness for clamping on food processing equipment. I have found that if you are a short person, it is less tiring to use equipment with a crank handle on these tables because they are slightly lower than the average counter.

[image: image] Shoe-bag holder. Hook a shoe bag with deep pockets to the inside of a door off your kitchen or pantry to hold small kitchen tools.

[image: image] Herb-and-spice assortment. Make sure you have plenty of fresh herbs and spices. Take the time to mark the date on new containers as you open them. Once opened, herbs and ground spices should be used within 6 months, and whole spices within 1 year. After that they should be discarded because they lose flavor.

[image: image] Spice storage. Use the inside doors on kitchen cupboards to mount spice racks. They won’t collect dust and grease and will keep spices and herbs visible and quickly accessible. Line up spices and herbs in alphabetical order.

[image: image] Closet storage spaces. Closets are usually dark and cooler than the rest of the house, so they make good food storage spaces. Make use of the backs of closet doors. Inexpensive racks are avail able that will hold as many as 50 to 55 quart jars. Steel canning shelves that will fit in large closets will hold up to 220 quart jars.

[image: image] Lazy Susan. To fill jam and jelly jars quickly and easily, set the jars on a lazy Susan next to your preserve kettle. Rotate the lazy Susan as you fill the jars.

Twenty Ways to Make Life Easier During the Harvest

IF GARDENING AND FOOD PRESERVATION are to be an important part of your life, take steps to fit them smoothly into your schedule. Many things can be done year-round to make the harvest season less frantic and tiring. These shortcuts can be incorporated into your regular work schedule, and you won’t even miss the few extra minutes that most of these tasks take.

[image: image] Planning calendar. Start by obtaining a calendar with large empty squares. Plan your year-round activities dealing with food preservation, and mark the times for these activities on this calendar. Variations or cancellations will occur, but important projects won’t be forgotten and will be done on time.

FALL THROUGH LATE WINTER

[image: image] Buying equipment. Shop for food preservation equipment in the fall to save time and money. This equipment usually goes on sale right after the harvest season.

[image: image] Involve the whole family. Take the time to teach each member of the family how to do simple jobs: set the table, clear the dishes after meals, run the dishwasher, do the laundry, make beds, dust, vacuum, and so on. Teach others in the family to do the grocery shopping by taking them with you a few times to learn the layout of the store, understand unit pricing, and be ready to share shopping chores at the busiest harvest time.

[image: image] Stock up on stock. Make soup stocks to store in the freezer for quick, fresh vegetable soups in the summer. This idea is especially good if you heat with wood or coal stoves; you can use the energy for cooking that you are already using to heat your home.

[image: image] Plan crops for use. Plan the types of foods you want to preserve before you plant your garden. For instance, if you want to can or freeze large quantities of tomato juice, any good tomato will do. On the other hand, if you plan to make ketchup, spaghetti sauce, or chili sauce, Italian plum tomatoes are the type you should plant. Try a few plants of Burpee’s Longkeeper. These tomatoes can be harvested and left on a shelf to ripen well into the winter without spoiling.

[image: image] Timed planting. Plan your vegetable garden, setting down approximate planting dates for various vegetables to stagger the harvest. This will prevent the problems that arise when everything is ready at the same time.

[image: image] Research harvest recipes. Go through your recipe files and cookbooks to find your favorite summertime recipes as well as new ones you’d like to try, especially those using vegetables that you will be preserving. Aim for easy, quick-to-prepare dishes. Put these recipes in a special file.

[image: image] Collect preserving recipes. Collect recipes for sauces, jams, jellies, preserves, pickles, and relishes (see recipe section for more). Put these recipes together in your special summertime file or create a new one for them.

[image: image] Stock up on supplies. Once you have decided which recipes you would like to try, calculate how much sugar, pickling salt, spices, vinegar, and freezer bags you will need, and buy a little each time you shop. This will save extra shopping trips at your busiest time and spread the cost of the extras over a longer period of time.

[image: image] Jar storage. Clear at least one large shelf in a clean, enclosed area (kitchen cupboard, nearby closet, or pantry) to store canning jars that can be washed ahead of time.

EARLY SPRING THROUGH EARLY SUMMER

[image: image] Meals ahead. As winter slips into early spring, prepare extra meals to tuck away in the freezer for harvest day dinners that are fairly effortless to put on the table.

[image: image] Sewing for harvest time. Make little muslin herb and spice bags, food straining bags, heavy potholders, and cover-all aprons. Aprons save on laundry and can be made easily from old shirts. Just remove the collars and sleeves and finish off the rough edges with binding tape. For the little ones, make large bibs out of old flannel-backed plastic table cloths and some bias tape.

[image: image] Recycled strainers. Old stockings and panty hose make handy food strainers. Cut the crotch and feet out of clean, old panty hose, tie or sew one end of the leg, and use them for extra straining bags.

[image: image] Examine canning jars. Check your canning jars for nicks and cracks; discard those unsafe for food storage.

[image: image] Locate markets. To save time in late summer, locate farmers’ markets or truck gardens in your area in the late spring or early summer. Vegetables and fruits from these sources can supplement your own garden produce.

[image: image] Spring cleaning. As your root cellar empties in the spring, clean the shelves well to avoid insect and bacteria problems during the warmer months.

[image: image] Defrost the freezer. Defrost and clean your freezer late in the spring. (Use a hair dryer to hasten the defrosting if necessary.) Remove all frozen foods from plastic containers and refreeze the food in marked plastic bags. The foods will come out of the plastic containers easily if you run a little hot water over the bottom and sides. Wash containers in warm, sudsy water containing baking soda to get rid of unwanted odors. Throw away all foods that are past their prime, or use them as soon as possible in soups, stews, or casseroles. Those that must be discarded should go out to the compost pile.

[image: image] Prepare temporary cold storage. Scrub out any extra garbage cans you have, or buy a new one. In the height of the harvest season, you can fill these cans with ice and produce to keep your vegetables fresh and chilled.

[image: image] Cut freezer costs. To save on the cost of running your freezer, fill it with ice packs (see page 31) or milk cartons of water as it empties. A full freezer costs less to run, and the ice will come in handy to cool blanched vegetables.

[image: image] Preseason workshops. Get together with a group of friends and encourage local stores and Cooperative Extension Services to give food preservation classes in the late spring prior to the harvest season, rather than during harvest season when you are too busy to attend.
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