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    One WHERE TO START?


    
  


  Goodness, where do you start when you’re looking to preserve foods? Besides the obvious method of canning, you need to know about the plethora of other options available to you. Many begin with freezing as it’s truly the easiest method, although even then they might wonder if there are specific things they need to do before putting food in the freezer. From there, they tend to move on to canning and dehydrating and then maybe, just maybe, curing and smoking meat and fish. More advanced home preservers might progress to utilizing a freeze-dryer and learning the importance of fermented foods to build good gut flora for optimal health. Whatever phase you’re in, take a bow. You are now entering a league where millions of others will never go.


  However, learning each phase of food preservation requires one to know the lingo as well as the how, why, and what. Some people were taught from family members or friends with traditions being passed down. You are simply taking a different route by learning with me, one that is just as comfortable as if we had known each other for years.


  With that said, let’s start at the beginning.


  THE GARDEN


  In true farming fashion, we spend months planning the gardens (and by gardens I mean the growing cycle of spring, summer, and fall). Many of us have our seeds ordered by January, and I would be a liar if I said we never order too many seed packs. I may learn one year, but until then I will continue to hoard seeds.


  
    

    SOME OF MY FAVORITE SEED COMPANIES


    
      Territorial Seed


      Sow True Seeds


      Pinetree Garden Seeds


      Baker’s Creek Seeds


      Botanical Interest


      Seed Savers Exchange


      Irish Eyes Garden Seeds

    

  


  The seed company you select will depend on the type of seeds you wish to plant. Seed selection will vary based on your growing zone, whether you wish to grow heirloom, non-GMO, organic, or just the average seed, and for this very reason, you will see variations in pricing with heritage seeds generally higher in cost. Due to our growing zone and mountainside living, we tend to go with a seed company that is specific to our area. We sometimes select specialty seeds from other companies, but that can be a gamble for our wet, unpredictable, cooler temperature here in the Puget Sound area of Washington State.
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  Our main goal as homesteaders is to maximize the garden’s yield throughout each growing season and the only way to accomplish this is by relying heavily on succession planting and successfully planting cool weather crops twice a year. Once the season ends, we are mindful to pull vegetables to make room for another season of planting. Trust me when I say it’s not always an easy decision to pull a plant that is still producing, but to grow in a small garden space, it needs to be done.


  How much of something to plant is always the question most asked. If I had a dime for every time, I’d be rich. Really, there is no right or wrong answer to this question. How much space you have in the garden and what you intend to grow will determine this for you, not to mention a garden map will help you to properly plan and lay out the space to help maximize the yield. But again, it is all about trial and error and no two growing seasons will ever be the same.


  The second most frequently asked question from those who are new to this world of growing foods and preserving is: does your garden produce enough to sustainably feed you throughout the year? The answer could very well be yes, but at some point, you are going to want to consume the foods which you cared for and labored over for months on end, as it should be! Until the growing season has ended you will never know how much food you will be able to preserve, causing many to rely on small batch canning or freezing until the very last items have been harvested from the garden.
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  And let’s not forget Mother Nature. She can be a wicked beast and destroy almost everything you have worked so hard to achieve, or maybe unwanted visitors like slugs, squirrels or deer have obliterated everything growing. And then there is the obvious: the size of your garden based on the size of your property. We will never be able to produce as much food as the 10-acre farm down the road is capable of, but guess what? That is okay! We have the ability to work with local farmers, as well as glean or forage items to help compensate what we fall short on or cannot grow.


  A garden space changes every year, at least ours does. Each year new beds are added, or existing beds are reworked, additional containers are added to expand the concept of container gardening, and trellises are added where they can allow us to grow plants vertically. We have learned to maximize the space we have in order to live as sustainably as possible.


  Our garden space expands each year to make room for new produce or create more space for items we consume the most. I will never be able to grow everything that is needed, so I try to grow produce that is specific to my zone. This does not stop me from trying to grow items out of my zone such as peppers, which do not do well at our elevation outside of a greenhouse. But here I am still trying year after year, just to be disappointed each and every year. Let’s just say I am a stubborn farm girl.
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    PRODUCE POUND EQUAL TO JAR QUANTITY


    For planning purposes, especially if you are purchasing in bulk from local farms or the farmers’ market, here is a rough estimate of how many pounds of food are needed to produce a desired jar amount. Keep in mind, this is a rough guide that can be used when you’re planning the garden or making a purchase.
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  So many factors come into play when planning a garden to be used for food preservation, as well as what is to be consumed throughout the growing season. Just remember, whatever shortcomings your garden may have, it can always be supplemented by purchasing items through your local farmers’ market or from local farms.
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  YOUR LOCAL FARMERS’ MARKET


  There are very few of us who can grow it all. I know I can’t. Though I will say, many home preservers will only put up foods which they themselves have grown, gleaned, or foraged, and I applaud them for this.


  Like I mentioned, there are many variables as to why a garden is not producing well, or maybe you would simply like to preserve an item that you just cannot grow based on your location. Whatever the reason, I am going to highly suggest you utilize local farmers’ markets and even your local market.


  These two locations will help to fill the shortcomings of the garden. Because of space restrictions, we are limited to how much we can grow on our homestead. A great example is tomatoes. Though we have an entire raised bed and numerous pots dedicated to growing several varieties of tomatoes, the garden does not yield what we need in order to preserve for the year. At this point, we have two options–preserve only what the garden produces, which then forces us to purchase from the market when we run out, or reach out to the farmers in our area, which will allow us to put up the quantity our family consumes without having to buy from the market.


  This is where the relationship between farmer and consumer becomes important. Many farmers are willing to provide a discount when vegetables and fruit are purchased in bulk, often between 10 to 20 percent off the suggested price. And more times than not, once a relationship has been established, you will find that they often gift items as a sign of appreciation for your business.


  
    

    Visiting your local farmers market towards the end of the day allows you the opportunity to purchase many items and even seconds at a greater discount. These farmers tend to not want to bring back items which have not been sold due to the inability to keep these food items looking fresh by the next day.

  


  Local markets also offer a discount for items purchased in bulk. For example, I prefer home canned mushrooms to purchasing them from the market. The produce department provides me a large discount when I purchase a box of mushrooms at a time, allowing me to preserve a better tasting product than the item in a metal canned jar.


  PURCHASING SECONDS


  Nothing makes me happier than the opportunity to purchase seconds from local farms or vendors at the farmers’ market. This may not seem like much, but it is vital to our way of living. The term “seconds” refers to fruits and vegetables that do not make the cut to be sold, but there is absolutely nothing wrong with them other than not being cosmetically appealing. Seconds also consist of food items which took a bit longer to ripen, missing the prime market for sale, and will cost a fraction of what they normally would.


  Fruit seconds can be purchased at your local orchard, through vendors at the farmers market, or farm stands within your area. Your local supermarket should also have a seconds’ area, often selling bags of fruit for a dollar or two. When dealing with seconds you must be quick when it comes to preserving. The longer you delay the less likely you can preserve the vegetables or fruit due to spoilage. The best tip I can provide when dealing with seconds is to make sure your calendar is cleared in order to can, freeze, or dry them.


  On the surface, seconds do not look appealing, though once the bruised or wilted sections of the fruit or vegetable have been removed you are left with an item that is perfectly good to use. Apple seconds can be used to make applesauce, apple juice concentrate, apple butter, dehydrated apple rings, or even freeze-dried apples for snacks. Of course, you should always strive to use the freshest, minimally bruised produce and fruit when preserving as the National Center for Home Food Preservation states. But remember, if the goal is to live sustainably “waste not, want not” should always be the focus. At our homestead, what can’t be used is either composted or fed to our livestock. Apple cores and peels, for example, can be transformed into making apple scrap jelly, dehydrated into powder for cooking, or for making raw apple cider vinegar. Purchasing seconds will save you a substantial amount of money in the long run and will allow you to preserve food items which the garden or orchard may fall short on.
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  HOME-GROWN MEAT


  The switch from backyard hobbyist to self-sustainable homesteader occurs the moment you begin raising and harvesting your own meat (unless you’re a vegetarian). Because the goal is to raise and grow food which will provide for my family, I am very strategic about the livestock we raise, and more importantly on how it will be preserved. With that in mind, we raise and breed only what we will be consuming throughout the calendar year. Our freezer space is limited, so canning becomes a secondary option for us, which works very well on the nights the kids cook dinner or during the winter months when we lose power due to weather conditions. The canned meat is easy to reheat and serve with either a fresh item or another jar of canned food from the pantry. When my children cook, this empowers them and teaches them the value of being sustainable.
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  For a family of four, based on our property size, we can raise fifty-six broiler chickens, four litters of rabbits (averaging eight per litter), seven turkeys, and twenty-four ducks for meat purposes. We also raise guinea and quail, with an average of eighteen guineas and a hundred and twenty five quail, which are harvested from early spring through late fall. We also purchase a pasture-raised pig from a local farmer twice a year, and half a cow once a year.
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    If purchasing a whole cow or pig is not within your means, or you lack the freezer space, find friends who would be willing to go in on purchasing with you.

  


  What’s in store for our small acre homestead? The incorporation of a pig and the addition of Boer goats as a source of red meat. The meat harvested from these sources will be frozen, cured, and canned allowing us to be even less dependent on others.


  If you’re unable to raise your own small livestock for food consumption, look for local farmers to purchase from throughout the year. Keep in mind that most of us who raise livestock for meat tend to have everything butchered and processed by October, before winter sets in, so make sure to plan accordingly.


  WORDS OF WISDOM, GUIDELINES, AND TOOLS TO GET YOU STARTED


  Your journey to preserving the harvest is about to begin, yet you may still be nervous. That’s okay! I am sure your main concern is whether you are going to make someone sick by the foods you are putting up. Let me assure you, we all felt this way when we began. Heck, this exact thought went through my head over and over. You are venturing into a new life. Find value and comfort in this. Preserving foods at home not only allows you to own your food source, but it allows you to also own your healthcare.
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  Let me say this again. Consuming foods which contain no unnatural preservatives and have been grown or raised by you or a trusted party is one of the steps towards owning your healthcare. Feel empowered by this. It is vital to the life we live.


  Does the nervousness ever go away? To a degree. With each passing year we tend to become more comfortable working with our canners, dehydrators, and vacuum sealers. It is always important to stay current with new techniques, studies, tools, and even recipes. Times change, studies are updated, new resources are provided, and adapting to these changes will make you more comfortable with the foods you wish to preserve for the years to come. Understanding the science behind home food preservation is vital to being able to make smart decisions.


  On the flip side–yes, there is a flip side–the old ways and methods, which people like the Amish still practice, are homesteading survival skill we should all know. Does that mean we should practice them? Not at all. But there may come a time when these skills are needed.


  As your need to learn various methods of preserving increases, your skills will expand. Freezing foods like leafy greens, for example, may be more ideal than canning. Whereas green beans can be either canned or frozen. This allows us to not only enjoy them as convenience foods but also in soups, casseroles, or stir-fries. A freeze dryer is an amazing appliance to have on hand for long-term storage or for preserving items such as milk and eggs, and even leftover meals. Curing meat, making sausage, even salting egg yolks are excellent examples of preserving at a moderate or advanced level.


  There is really no method of home food preservation that you should not know. They are all vital to owning your food source. Take your time with each phase, and do not rush mastering it. I have yet to stop educating myself on various methods of home food preservation and am now learning how the rest of the world preserves food. A good mentor is one who does not stop learning.


  TOOLS YOU’LL NEED


  Over the years, many tools used to preserve foods have entered and exited my kitchen. Small home living forces me to be particular about what is most beneficial. I have tested both inexpensive and high-end gadgets, tools, and appliances, allowing me to narrow down what is necessary for working smart rather than hard. The tools listed in this section will help you optimize different methods of preserving the harvest, but in no way do you need to purchase every one for your home, and remember, use what you can in order to make the job easier. You will thank me in the end!


  Aside from a few major preserving tools, you will find gadgets and common kitchen items that will help minimize your workload. Here are the tools and appliances I use regularly on our homestead:


  • Pressure Canner


  • Immersion Blender


  • Dehydrator


  • Steam Juicer


  • Canning Tools (jar lifter, lid lifter, timer, air bubble remover)


  • Mini Slow Cooker


  • Stainless Steel Stockpot


  • Stainless Steel Food Tray (for meat curing)


  • Vacuum Sealer with Jar Sealer Attachment


  • Camp Chef Propane Stove


  • Glass and Ceramic Vessels for Fermenting


  • Fermenting Lids and Weights


  • Electric Roaster Oven


  • Slow Cooker


  • Freeze Dryer


  Keep in mind, this list works for us and the size of our home. By all means, if you would like to try other items than what's listed here, go for it! You may enjoy the use of a food mill over an immersion blender, and that is okay. Utilize what works best for you.


  WATER CANNING TOOLS (HOT WATER BATH, STEAM AND PRESSURE CANNING)


  Hot Water Bath Canner


  This tool is used for preserving foods high in acidity or that have properly met the acidic levels allowed for water bath canning. Food items such as jams, jellies, marmalades, fruit butters, pickled items, infused vinegar, whole fruit, chutney, and tomatoes (with assistance of an acidic lifter) fall into this category.


  
    

    The University of Wisconsin Extension Service (along with many others) does not recommend that hot water bath canners be double stacked. The concern is that jars will tip over when they’re jostled by boiling water. This can affect them sealing correctly. However, if the canner is filled, preventing any jars from tipping, this is not an issue.
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  The typical hot water bath canner is made of a durable steel core that has a porcelain overlay and is available in various sizes. The most commonly sold hot water bath canner is the 33-quart size, which is capable of holding as many as nine quart-size jars, fourteen pint jars, or seventeen half-pint jars. If you are canning for a smaller family, a 21-quart canner may be a bit more ideal, holding seven quart jars, nine pint jars, or twelve half-pint jars.


  Ideally, a water canner should be used on a gas and electric stove but is not recommended for glass top stoves. The concern is that the weight of the water bath canner may cause the glass top to shatter, or that the canner will vacuum seal itself to the glass.


  However, with the increasing interest in preserving foods at home, many newer glass stove tops are being constructed with sturdier pieces of glass. Make sure to consult the manual of your stove prior to using it for canning purposes. In addition to this, newer models of hot water bath canners are flat on the bottom rather than concave, preventing them from vacuum sealing themselves to the glass stove tops.


  If you are still hesitant to use a water bath canner on a glass stove top, Ball has created two versions of an electric canner. The price for the electric canners range between $100 to $300 depending on the model, with the higher priced model equipped with what Ball calls “smart preserve technology.” What does this mean? It is an automatic canner which controls the exact time and temperature needed to can most recipes. Ball’s electric canners are designed to can high acidic items only and are not considered to be pressure canners.


  Steam Canner (aka, Atmospheric Steam Canner)


  A steam canner is, hands down, by far the best tool on the market to be used when preserving high acid food items. In 2015 the steam canner was approved as a safe canning tool to use on high acidic items, changing the world of canning for many individuals, myself included.
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  This water canner uses only two inches of water, prevents wear and tear on the stove burner, and is also safe to use on glass top stoves. Much like a hot water bath canner, the steam reaches 212°F allowing for proper penetration through the jar to kill any possible bacteria while allowing for foods to become shelf stable.


  The processing time is the same as a hot water bath canner, though food which requires a processing time over 45 minutes should not be canned using a steam canner. In this case, a traditional boiling water canner is required.


  Pressure Canner


  A pressure canner allows low-acid foods to become shelf stable. Foods such as meat, seafood, vegetables that are not pickled, soups, stocks, stews, and dried beans are ideal items to be pressure canned. Pressure canners kill and prevent bacteria from within the jars by reaching 240°F. In addition to providing the appropriate temperature needed and the proper pounds per square inch (psi) reduce the risk of spoilage caused by Clostridium botulinum and its toxin-producing spores.
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  Pressure canners are available through various brands and will range in price between $60 to over $300. There are three models of canners available for purchase: dial, weight-gauge, or dual-purpose. Keep in mind that a pressure cooker and an Instant Pot are not the same as a pressure canner and should not be used as one.


  • A dial gauge lists various levels of pressure, which makes matching the correct psi needed for food preservation easier.


  • A weight gauge measures three different pounds per pressure (5, 10, and 15). The weight gauge is designed to “jiggle” several times a minute, rocking gently when it can maintain the correct pressure. The manufacturer’s manual will provide information on how the weight should rock or jiggle, indicating the proper pressure is being met.


  • The dual-purpose pressure canner contains both a weighted and dial gauge.


  In truth, what you choose will depend on preference, how much you’d like to spend, and the possible wear and tear on your stove.


  Steam Juicer


  A steam juicer should not be confused with a fruit and vegetable juicer, which should not be used for longer-term storage of juices. What is extracted from a regular juicer contains food particles, making it unstable to be canned. A steam juicer extracts the liquid from items such as fruit and vegetables and creates a concentrate that is safe to be canned. The fruit is added whole, including stem, peel, and seed, into the colander, and the steam extracts the fluid. In addition to fruit and vegetables, bones can be steamed to create bone broth.
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  Water Canning Tools


  There are many tools that will make working with a water canner easier. Many can be purchased as either a kit or individually, if an item needs to be replaced. Most tools can be used interchangeably with the various types of water canners, excluding jar racks. Jar racks are specific to fit each type of canner.


  
    Canner Rack. Canner racks are available for both pressure and hot water bath canners. A pressure canning rack sits at the bottom of the canner, allowing for heat to flow under the jars and to prevent jars from rocking and hitting the bottom of the canner, which could cause the jars to crack or fall over. The canner rack for a hot water bath canner is much different. It contains handles that allow for easier placement of jars into and removal from the boiling water bath. Again, the rack prevents the jar from touching the bottom of the canner, allowing for heat to penetrate every aspect of the jar and to prevent the jars from falling over or from banging the bottom of the canner.

  


  
    

    When putting rings into hot water, place them so that the wax sides are facing each other. This will prevent the lids from being stacked too tightly together and will allow you to easily grab them.
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    Jar Lifter. I would advise you to always have a jar lifter. Jars and rings are extremely hot once they have completed the processing cycle, making the jar lifter an ideal tool in removing jars from the canner. A jar lifter, also known as jar tongs, removes jars easily without burning your fingers. Note: Make sure you know which end actually grips the jar. During my first three years of canning, I was actually using the wrong end of the jar lifter to remove the jars from the canner. Rookie mistake that lasted longer than it should have!


    Magnetic Lid Lifter. This wand has a magnetic end that allows it to adhere to a lid so that the lid can be removed easily from hot water.

  


  
    

    Trapped air bubbles can cause excessive pressure in the jars during processing. As the jars cool, this can interfere with the sealing process. Also, air bubbles can cause the liquid level to drop when the food has been heated. Low liquid in jars may cause the food exposed to become discolored and could even cause spoilage.
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    Air Bubble Remover. Though not always visible, air bubbles can hide between food items in the jar. Avoid using metal utensils to remove air bubbles from jars, because the metal may scratch the insides of the jars, possibly causing the jars to crack while in the canner. A plastic air bubble remover is excellent for removing all air bubbles from jars prior to water canning.


    Jar Funnel. Filling jars is not a neat task, and spills are bound to happen. Jar funnels are designed to help you fill jars faster and more efficiently while keeping the jar rims clean and preventing waste. Jar funnels are available in plastic as well as stainless steel. Some are made to fit specific jar sizes, but you are better off getting a universal one that fits both wide-and regular-mouth jars.


    Jar Wrench. A jar wrench is used to help loosen the rings from jars. This canning tool is not a necessary item to purchase; however, it is generally included when you purchase a kit.


    Digital Food Timer. I added this tool to the list simply because it is often overlooked and thought to not be necessary. As a matter of fact, I went years without one. Not any longer! A small magnetic timer is an excellent item to ensure that goods are processed within the allocated time.


    Nonreactive Pots. High-acidic foods are best if prepared in nonreactive pots. Pots made from metals such as aluminum or uncoated cast iron can react with the acid in the foods being preserved and can alter the flavor of the items. Stainless steel and enamel-coated cast iron are great options to use in preparing foods to be canned.


    Dish Drying Mat. Normally, dish towels or large towels work well under jars that are cooling, although they tend to be too thin. Thick drying mats create a barrier between the hot jars and delicate surfaces such as wood, which helps to prevent water rings from forming on wood surfaces.

  


  
    

    When adding the rings to jars, tighten only using your fingers. There is no need to tighten the rings with a jar wrench to help the lids seal. In fact, doing so may cause the lids to buckle during the canning process.

  


  
    Tattler Lids. These are reusable canning lids for hot water bath, steam, and pressure canning. This is an American-made product that is capable of lasting for many years (some people have told us they’ve used the same lids for more than 15 years). The rubber ring can be replaced as needed, and the plastic lid is BPA-free. Getting the lids to seal can be difficult, and I suggest tightening them more than finger tight to help them seal properly. Tattler lids are excellent for reducing waste, unlike traditional canning lids and rings.
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    Immersion Blender. An immersion blender is a stick blender which works well for making sauces, fruit butters, and jams. This is very convenient for those who do a lot of preserving and has replaced the food mill here on our homestead.


    Food Mill. Food mills help to process foods that will be preserved without seeds or peels, such as spaghetti sauce, tomato paste, and ketchup. A stainless steel model is nonreactive and will help preserve the taste in foods which are high in acidity.


    [image: image]


    Jelly Strainer Bag. Jelly is a clear product that contains no pulp, skin, and seeds. A fine mesh bag assists in achieving this by straining the liquid mixture from the solids, creating a clear liquid that is ideal when preserving jelly or juice.


    Slow Cooker. A slow cooker is a great tool for those who have limited time and seek convenience when cooking down items such as tomato sauce, fruit but ters, applesauce, and salsa.
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    Mini Slow Cooker. This mini version of the slow cooker is used for keep the canning lids warm by submerging them in water prior to use. Canning lids should not be boiled but rather kept warm to allow the plastisol (the wax found on the lid) to soften before use. In 2014 Ball announced that canning lids purchased from them no longer needed to be warmed in warm water prior to use; they can simply be used straight out of the box. With that said, I still warm my lids since I also use other brands.


    Camp Stove. Though a camp stove is not necessary for canning, it is one of the most valued items for those who are canning during the summer months. The opportunity to can outdoors during the peak of summer will not only keep your house cooler, but it will keep you cooler as well. Because of their durability, they are an excellent tool for those concerned about using a canner on a glass-top stove. The National Center for Home Food Preservation suggests using camp stoves no higher than 12,000 BTUs.

  


  
    

    SELECTING THE RIGHT MASON JAR FOR THE JOB


    There is a price difference between regular-mouth and wide-mouth Mason jars. To save a few dollars, be sure to select the right jars for the job. With that said, this does not mean that you have to use one type of jar over another. If you have a plethora of wide-mouth jars on hand, use them before spending the money on regular-mouth jars.


    • Regular-Mouth Jars. This style costs less than the wide-mouth version and is generally used to help prevent food items from floating. The shape of the jar helps to keep most foods in place, maximizing the amount of food being canned. Canned vegetables, fruit, meat, and soups are excellent candidates for using regular-mouth jars.


    • Wide-Mouth Jars. Generally, this type of jar will cost a few dollars more than regular-mouth jars and works well for preserving juice, sauces, jams, jellies, chutneys, and items not in a whole form.


    Both types of jars can be used for fermenting, although which mouth size to use depends on the fermenting lid you have.


    Though it is not recommended to use half-gallon jars for canning, the Clemson Extension Cooperative Office has stated that apple and grape juice can be canned in half-gallon Mason jars. The processing time begins at 10 minutes at the elevation of 0-1,000 feet. For processing times higher than 1,001 feet above sea level refer to page 65.

  


  
    

    To maximize my time, and to prevent myself from standing over the stove in order to keep food from scorching, I will often use a slow cooker to cook items being canned overnight. Then, first thing in the morning I will process this food, freeing me up to move on to other tasks. Remember, work smart, not hard. We are modern homesteaders for a reason!

  


  
    Canning Jars. Mason jars are used for canning, as well as for short-and long-term storage of dried goods. There are many brands available, with size selection including half pint, pint, quart, and half gallon. When used for water can ning, half-pint, pint, and quart jars are used, while half-gallon jars are used for fermenting or storing dry goods.

  


  TOOLS FOR DRYING AND FREEZING


  
    Dehydrator. Drying foods such as herbs, flowers, jerky, fruit, vegetables, fruit leather, eggs, and milk work well in a dehydrator. This drying tool ranges in price from forty dollars to well over two hundred dollars depending on the brand you select. Industrial large-scale dehydrators can cost more than five hundred dollars. Fan placement (top, back, or bottom) and the amount of stackable trays being used will determine how quickly and efficiently items will dry.


    Herb and Flower Drying Rack. A drying rack is ideal for hanging outside or inside and is another form of drying if you do not wish to utilize a dehydrator for the job. Drying racks work well for individuals who plan to dry herbs and flowers throughout the season. Nothing smells quite as amazing as fresh herbs drying in the kitchen or over the wood burning stove during the summer months.
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    Jerky Gun. This tool is used to make homemade jerky strips for smoking or dehydrating. It’s a small hand-held gadget that transforms raw ground meat into thin strips or round sticks.
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    Vacuum Sealer. A vacuum sealer extends the life of the preserved foods and is excellent to use for items stored in the freezer, refrigerator, or as dry goods, once the oxygen has been extracted from the vacuum-sealed plastic bags. Dry goods can be stored long term in Mason jars, freezer foods tend not to become freezer burnt, and refrigerated foods will also keep longer. Certain vacuum sealers also come with a jar sealer attachment.


    Jar Sealer. Dry goods store well in jars if they will be consumed quickly, although if storing items for long-term storage it is best to vacuum seal the jars. A jar sealer attachment for a food saver works to remove the oxygen and moisture from the jar, allowing the dried goods to stay preserved for their maximum allotted time.
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    Freeze-Dryer. For individuals seeking to preserve raw or cooked foods for easy reconstitution, this is the tool for you. Not only does it preserve many food items for up to 25 years, it maintains 97 percent of the nutrients in the foods and herbs being freeze dried. Items such as whole meals, vegetables, fruit, milk, yogurt, and even ice cream can become shelf stable with the use of a freeze-dryer. If you are looking for healthy snacks for your next camping, hunting, or hiking trip, this tool will easily provide them.
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    Oxygen Absorbers. To maintain freshness for long-term, shelf-stable items, oxygen absorbers are needed. Oxygen absorbers contain iron powder, and the packets are made of material which allows oxygen and moisture to enter while preventing the iron powder to not leak out. The packets can be used in Mason jars, vacuum-sealed bags, food-grade buckets, and mylar bags.
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    Shrink Bags for Poultry and Small Game. Home-processed poultry and small game keep longer when stored in shrink-wrap bags. The meat is placed into BPA-free bags, then dipped into boiling water between 180 and 195°F. The heat of the water allows the poultry bags to shrink around the meat, removing any air and moisture, so that the meat can be frozen with little concern of freezer burn.

  


  FERMENTING TOOLS


  
    Fermenting Lids. Fermenting foods through small-batch fermentation with the use of Mason jars has revolutionized how to ferment foods. Fermenting lids are designed to fit onto wide-and regular-mouth Mason jars, allowing for those who ferment regularly to do so without the use of a large ceramic crock or gallon-size glass vessels. Fermenting lids are available in various materials (stainless steel, food-grade silicone and plastic), shapes and sizes, and price ranges. When selecting a fermenting lid, keep in mind the size jar you wish to use, and what you seek to ferment.


    Fermenting Weight. Weights are used to keep the foods being fermented submerged in the brine. They are available in glass and stone and can be purchased to fit wide- or regular-mouth Mason jars.


    Kraut Pounder. Kraut pounders are used to pound vegetables to help release the natural liquid found in the produce. A pounder can also be used to help submerge fruits and vegetables into Mason jars and is a good tool for those who have larger hands.
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    Fermenting Crock (stone and glass). Crock selection will depend on what you are fermenting, whether foods items, kombucha, or kefir. Stone crocks are excellent when fermenting in batches larger than half-gallon Mason jars, whereas glass crocks are great for brewing kombucha and kefir. Both ceramic and glass crocks can be used for fermenting foods and drinks.


    Swing-Top Bottles. Airtight swing-top bottles work well to store fermented drinks, especially ones you wish to become carbonated.


    Bottle Funnel. Bottle funnels are available in stainless steel or plastic and in two sizes to fit Mason jars as well as swing-top bottles.


    Plastic Mason Jar Lids. Plastic Mason jar lids are used to cap the jars once the goods have completed fermenting. Unlike metal lids, plastic lids will not corrode during storage.

  


  MISCELLANEOUS TOOLS


  
    Spice Bags. These are little fabric bags made from finely woven muslin and are used to extract the flavor of spices and are often used in pickling brines and for ferment.

  


  
    

    Free or very inexpensive food-grade buckets can be gathered from local bakeries in 2-, 3-, and 5-pound sizes. New lids can be ordered to ensure a proper seal is achieved. Food-grade buckets are ideal for foods being stored for 10-plus years. I use food-grade buckets to store bulk dried goods such as flour, sugar, and rice.
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    Food-Grade Storage Buckets. Dry goods purchased in bulk will keep longer when stored in food-grade storage buckets, which will keep foods dry, fresh, and bug-free. Items such as legumes, flour, sugar, and grains are ideal for long-term food storage in food-grade buckets. Look for #2 buckets made out of HDPE (food-grade) plastic.


    Sausage Maker. A sausage maker is an ideal tool for those who are looking to preserve meat. If you raise your own meat, I would strongly suggest a standalone sausage maker versus one which attaches to a popular kitchen appliance.


    Smoker. Some foods, such as meat and fish, preserve well when smoked. The size and type of smoker can vary, as well as the types of wood chips used. This tool is excellent when you begin harvesting your own meat and fish.


    Food Thermometer. A food thermometer is great to have on hand whether it is for canning, testing water temperature for processing meat, making cheese, or for curing and smoking meats and fish. There are two choices available: (1) a traditional one, which is inserted directly into the food being prepared, or (2) a battery-operated laser scanner, which works well for liquids.


    [image: image]


    Mandoline. Every kitchen needs a mandoline. The convenience, speed, and accuracy of a cut cannot be achieved when slicing fruits and vegetables by hand. There are various types of mandolines available on the market, ranging from tabletop versions to handheld ones. What you select will depend on what you are comfortable using. Just keep in mind, the blade on a mandoline is extremely sharp. Make sure you use the correct tools to ensure you do not cut your fingers.

  


  TERMS YOU SHOULD KNOW


  As you begin the journey of preserving foods, you will come across acronyms and terms that you may need help deciphering in order to make the experience easier. This cheat sheet of mine will help, and you will have it down in no time!


  
    Altitude. The vertical elevation of a location above sea level. The altitude level will determine the amount of time needed to process foods in a water canner, hot water bath, steam, or pressure canner.


    Anaerobic environment. The absence of oxygen in the fermenting process.


    Approved/tested recipes. Recipes that have been scientifically tested for adequate pH balance for home-canned goods. These recipes can be found on sites such as the National Center for Home Food Preservation, state extension sites, and the Ball website and books, as well as extension offices located at university websites. The University of Minnesota, South Dakota State University, and Iowa State University are excellent resources.
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    Blanching. Blanching is a method used to remove skin easily from fruits and vegetables, as well as for removing air from fruits and vegetables to prevent floating (see floating on pages 28–29). This method is also used to soften foods prior to being dehydrated or prepared for the freezer.

  


  
    

    HOW TO BLANCH FRUITS AND VEGETABLES


    • Using a stockpot or deep pot, bring water to a boil.


    • How long to blanch an item depends on what is being blanched. Fruits and select vegetables are blanched between 30 and 60 seconds, whereas root vegetables can take up to 2 to 3 minutes.


    • Foods should be immediately submerged in ice water once removed from the boiling water. This stops the cooking process and makes working with the food items easier.


    • Fruit skins should slip off easily, and vegetables will still have a firm texture.


    • Items being blanched or steamed to be pressure canned do not require an ice water bath to cool the item, but instead can be added to sterilized canning jars to be processed. This method is known as hot packing. See pages 29 and 222 to learn more of this method.

  


  
    Botulism. Although rare, toxins produced by spores of the bacterium Clostridium botulinum are found in foods that have been preserved using improper methods, or equipment and tools that were not properly sterilized. The spores thrive in items which are low in acidity and in an environment which is low in oxygen. In addition to improper canning, foods which are improperly frozen and dehydrated can also host the spores. Since botulism does not contain a smell and is flavorless, an individual may not know the preserved foods have gone bad until it is too late. Signs of botulism poisoning can be found on page 41.


    Brine. Generally, a saltwater solution, which may also consist of
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  HOW TO DETERMINE THE CORRECT HEADSPACE


  

  

  [image: canned item proper headspace JAM, JELLIES, MARMALADE, CHUTNEY, SPREADS, BUTTERS 1/4 inch headspace PICKLES, TOMATOES, FRUIT 1/2 inch headspace NON-PICKLED VEGETABLES (PRESSURE CANNED) 1 inch headspace MEAT, POULTRY, FISH (PRESSURE CANNED) 1 inch headspace]


  A FEW SIMPLE LESSONS


  

  

  

  
    

    

    
  


  ALTERNATIVE HEAT SOURCES
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  RECIPES THAT MAKE YOU GO “HUH?”
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    AFTERWORD


    

  


  Here is a bit of honesty for you. I am sitting here in front of the wood stove, a cup of coffee in hand, which, by the way, may or may not contain a splash of our homemade Irish cream liquor, holding back a few tears. I am desperately searching for how to end this beast of a book, but I can’t stop thinking about the journey that allowed me to write such a detailed guide. In our day-to-day life, we do not realize how far we have come, but this book has put everything into perspective. I am thankful that I’ve been given the opportunity to gather the plethora of information needed and put it in one central place. Homesteading is an ongoing process of learning, and I am hoping that I've made part of your journey a bit easier.


  Looking back to when I first began preserving foods, I realize I was overthinking the process. I was terrified that I could make my family sick, possibly even kill someone, so I spent hours researching how to make jam or pickled green beans. I am still shocked that I didn’t give up or get discouraged, but as you can tell, I persevered and ended up preserving a lot of jam. I also turned everything I could into pickles. I often think back to the days when Justin was my official taste tester. He encouraged me to continue canning and to learn more methods for preserving foods. Bless his heart. He was so proud of the homesteading woman I was becoming.


  I wrote The Farm Girl’s Guide to Preserving the Harvest to encourage you to learn how foods are preserved and become comfortable with doing it your own way. Ultimately, the decision is yours on how you want to proceed, and I hope I have given you enough information to do so. Knowledge is power, my friend. Always question what you read and make sure to research everything twice before moving forward. This will help you be successful on your journey.


  Thank you for taking ownership of the foods you consume and the life you live. Enjoy your journey, my friend. You can now say that you own your food source.


  My gift to you, my famous Irish cream liquor recipe. Consider it a parting gift and a thank you for entrusting me to get you where you need to be.


  HOMEMADE IRISH CREAM LIQUOR


  For those cold nights by the wood stove or with coffee ice cubes during the summer months, this recipe, with its full flavor, reminds you why homemade is better.


  INGREDIENTS


  1⅔ cups good ol’ Irish whiskey or Kentucky bourbon


  1 cup heavy cream


  1 (14-ounce) can sweetened condensed milk


  2 tablespoons chocolate syrup, or melted dark chocolate


  2 teaspoons vanilla extract


  2 tablespoons cold coffee


  METHOD:


  1. Start with the whiskey or bourbon, and add heavy cream. (We’re a whiskey kind of family.)
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  2. Add the condensed milk, and then add the chocolate syrup or melted dark chocolate.


  3. Next, add the vanilla extract.


  4. Finally, add the cold coffee. Please note, the coffee will need to be cold to keep the proof of the whiskey.


  5. Use an immersion blender to mix all ingredients together. Do not blend it too long. You don’t want any foam; you simply want to mix the ingredients together. This will keep in the refrigerator for up to 2 weeks. Shake well prior to serving.
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