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Part 1


Setting Up
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Chapter 1

Drying Foods at Home
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Drying foods is a natural alternative to canning and freezing, and it works for the family on a tight budget. This time-honored method of food preparation and preservation benefits the hiker, the camper, or the angler looking for a compact food supply light enough to carry in a backpack. It helps the homemaker looking for delicious, healthful snacks to offer the family, and it serves vacationers with two homes because drying is a safe way to store food over the winter. Drying is also an ideal way of storing foods for those who live in isolated locations where electricity to operate a freezer may be undependable or nonexistent, and it is a good way to stockpile an emergency food supply in a small storage area.


A Natural Method

The goal of dehydrating is to remove excess moisture, reducing the water content to between 10 and 20 percent for most foods, so bacteria that cause decay cannot survive. Since dried foods are only one-half to one-twelfth the weight and bulk of the original food, a small, dry, cool closet can provide all the storage space needed for a winter’s supply of food.

Because drying is a more natural method of preservation than canning and freezing, many people believe drying foods preserves more of the nutritional values present in raw foods, and a USDA study backs up this belief. While it is true that vitamins are lost in blanching, a pretreatment recommended for some vegetables before drying, this nutritional loss can be kept to a minimum if the foods are steam-blanched for no more than the specified time.

Almost any food can be dried by following the instructions in this book, which are aimed at preserving as much of the nutrients and flavor of the food as possible.

Will your dried food be as good as what you can buy on the market? Commercial manufacturers have the advantage of expensive freeze-drying equipment, but you have the advantage of sweet, tree-ripened fruit and just-picked, garden-fresh vegetables. Your own homegrown fruits and vegetables, or those bought at local farmers’ markets or roadside stands, should be more delicious and nutritious than those the food processors have.


Why Dry Foods at Home?

In addition to the benefits described above, home-dried foods are a great option in many situations. Here are some of the reasons home-dried foods are prepared and used by so many people.


To Save Money

Drying is a safe, easy way to preserve foods. It can also save money when compared to other food preservation methods. You don’t have to buy canning jars (or replace them when they break), and even if you do store your dried foods in canning jars, the lids can be washed and reused many times. You can store dried foods also in jars that are not suitable for canning, such as well-cleaned glass jars that originally held peanut butter, mayonnaise, and other prepared foods. Most dried foods can be stored at room temperature, a significant energy saving over frozen storage. And if you live in an area that has plenty of clear, dry, sunny weather, you can dry foods outdoors in the sun, which provides more free energy.

You will save the most money, of course, by ­drying fruits and vegetables from your own garden. Even if you don’t plant a garden, though, you can still economize by drying foods at home. During the harvest season, fruits and vegetables can be purchased cheaply at farmers’ markets, orchards, and roadside stands. Shares in a CSA (community-­supported agriculture) program usually provide a bounty of dawn-fresh, locally grown vegetables and fruits throughout the growing season, at reasonable prices. Produce and meats are surprisingly inexpensive when bought in bulk quantities at co-ops and warehouse clubs. Choose only top-quality fresh produce and meats, and keep an eye on the place of origin if you’re concerned about purchasing foods that have been shipped long distances. Watch also for specials on supermarket produce. Bananas flecked with brown, which often sell for half price, make excellent fruit leathers. Often, produce is marked down when a new shipment is due; this bargain-priced produce will work fine for drying as long as it is still wholesome.


Drying can also save you money by avoiding waste. Finely chop leftover cooked meat or vege­tables and dry until crumbly; use them later to enrich soups, casseroles, or stews. Spread leftover sauces or thick soups on a solid liner sheet and dry until leathery, then rehydrate later for a quick meal when time is short. Purée excess cooked fruits in the blender, then make delicious homemade leathers as described in chapter 7.
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To Preserve the Harvest

When your garden is overflowing with tomatoes, the apples are piling up in the orchard, and the neighbors are leaving zucchini on your porch, get out your dehydrator and roll up your sleeves. Even if you plan to can or freeze some of your bounty, you’ll find that drying offers an additional option that produces some very useful foodstuffs.

Plum tomatoes and other small varieties can be cut in half and dried, then used in place of purchased (and expensive) sun-dried tomatoes; larger tomatoes can be sliced and dried, then used in the same way. Dried apple slices make great lunchbox treats, and your home-dried apples won’t be loaded with preservatives like most commercial versions. Zucchini slices, when dried, become a delightful, low-calorie snack, perfect for dipping; they also make a nice salad topper when crumbled. And of course, most of your dried fruits and vegetables can be rehydrated and used like fresh or canned foods.


To Save Space

Fruits and vegetables have very high water contents. Apples, apricots, and blueberries are approximately 85 percent water by weight, ripe tomatoes are almost 95 percent, and even firm, solid vegetables like carrots are over 85 percent. Dehydrating reduces the water dramatically, generally to 10 to 20 percent by weight. As the water is reduced, the food shrinks in size. Three pounds of fresh rhubarb (about 3 quarts of cut-up pieces) weighs just 3 to 4 ounces after drying, and measures about 2 cups (1 pint). The same amount of rhubarb would typically require four or five 1-pint jars if sliced and canned. So your pantry shelf may hold up to four times as much food that’s been dried vs. food that’s been canned — and dried foods take up even less room when vacuum-sealed in plastic storage bags.


For Selective or Restricted Diets

A small but growing number of people choose to eat foods that are uncooked, basing their diets primarily on vegetables, fruits, seeds, nuts, grains, sprouts, and other foods such as seaweed and coconut or nut milk. Raw-food and living-food diets often make extensive use of home-dried foods. A clear benefit of dried foods in the raw diet is that fruits and vegetables can be dehydrated when in season, for use during cold months. Dehydrated foods also offer textures and forms that add variety to the diet: vegetable crisps, for example, can replace baked crackers or fried tortilla chips as an accompaniment to raw dips. Crackers made from recipes designed specifically for dehydrating, kale or collard chips, and other dehydrated vegetable snacks also add variety to the raw-food diet.


If you are on a sodium-restricted diet, dehydrating can help. Many commercially processed foods are high in sodium, and it can be hard to find low-sodium products such as canned vegetables, crackers, convenience mixes, and even breakfast cereal. With a dehydrator, you can fill your pantry with healthful, home-dried vegetables, low-sodium snack foods, homemade veggie burger mix, powdered broth mixes that replace high-sodium bouillon, home-packed mixes for soup and other foods, and even homemade breakfast cereal — and you control the amount of sodium.

For the growing number of people who are allergic to gluten — a type of protein found in cereal grains — the supermarket shelves are a land mine because a surprising number of commercial products contain gluten. Home-dried vegetable crisps, as well as gluten-free crackers and chips prepared in your dehydrator, are a great alternative to commercial products made with cereal grains. Powdered vegetable flakes, and broths made from dehydrated vegetables, take the place of purchased versions. Home-packed soup and snack mixes replace supermarket versions that have hidden gluten.

It goes without saying that dehydrated vegetables fit perfectly into the vegan diet. Most home-dried fruits do, too, as long as you don’t use honey dip. As noted previously, homemade broth powders are healthful alternatives to commercial versions and work well with the vegan diet. So, too, do many of the tasty vegetable snacks starting on Sweets, Snacks & Desserts.


For Special Uses

Many people keep emergency supplies for times of adverse weather, power failures, or other catastrophes, and dried foods should always be included. When you’re housebound in a blizzard, or facing empty shelves at the supermarket because of a hurricane or other natural disaster, you’ll be glad to have a supply of wholesome dried foods and ready-to-cook mixes in the pantry or basement.

If there is a baby in your house, you can bypass the expensive jars of baby food on the grocer’s shelf by making homemade baby food from fresh fruits and vegetables. You will also appreciate knowing exactly what goes into the food you’re feeding to your baby, and preparing it yourself is the best way to ensure it meets with your approval. See instructions on making and using Homemade Baby Food.

Campers and backpackers often pack dried foods to save weight and space, and also to avoid the need for refrigeration. Home-dried fruits, vegetables, sauces, and even meats can be used to create a wonderful variety of meals. Dried mixes you pack yourself are far less expensive than commercially packaged freeze-dried foods and can be customized to suit your own tastes and appetites. See Mixes for Camping & Backpacking for recipes and packing instructions.

Dried foods also make wonderful, unique gifts. See Dried Food Mixes for the Pantry for pantry gift ideas including soup, cookies, teas, and other edible goodies from your kitchen.




[image: A spread of dehydrated vegetables, including Brussels sprouts, carrots, and potato slices.]





Chapter 2


Basic Methods
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Dehydrating, or food drying, is an ancient method of food preservation in which moisture is removed from food so its final water content is generally 10 to 20 percent (depending on the food). Since the goal is to dry rather than to cook, gentle heat is used; most dehydrating is done well below 150°F (66°C). Circulating air helps move moisture away from the food; without air movement, the food may spoil before it becomes dry. The basic concepts haven’t changed for centuries —— but the specific techniques and equipment have.


Old and New Approaches

Until the advent of food dehydrators at the end of the eighteenth century, drying food was a somewhat crude procedure. The food was harvested (or hunted), cut into smaller pieces if necessary, and, in the oldest days, simply set out in the sun to dry; typically it was spread out on mats, hung from poles, or laid on rocks. Sometimes, it was exposed to the smoke and mild heat of a fire, either inside a dwelling or in the open. American Indian tribes near the coasts often soaked fish or meat in salt water before drying, a technique that added flavor and also helped prevent spoilage. As wood- or coal-burning stoves became common in houses, foods were often strung on cords and hung near the stove to dry, which worked well since the stoves often were warm through the night.

The results of these early methods weren’t always perfect. Sometimes the food spoiled before it was dry enough to store, or it wasn’t quite dry enough and became spoiled during storage. In the early days of dehydration, critters made off with foods that were in the open; sometimes the foods were contaminated with dust and dirt. Dried foods weren’t as tasty and enjoyable as fresh foods: many fruits turned brown and became hard, vegetables were often tough and stringy, and meats were so hard that they were almost impossible to chew.


Today, we know a lot more about food safety and have a much better understanding of enzymes, bacteria, and other factors that affect food preservation and storage. Food Drying at a Glance shows eight basic steps in modern-day dehydrating, from food selection and preparation, to pretreating, to drying, testing, and storing the finished product. Dehydrating equipment is covered in chapter 3.

It’s impossible to give an exact time for drying foods, regardless of the method used. Total time will be affected by the relative humidity and temperature the day you’re drying; moisture content of the food will vary a bit, too, and fruits or vegetables that were frozen often seem to contain more moisture than fresh produce. Each dehydrator works just a bit differently, and the more food you put in any dehydrator — manufactured or home built — the longer it will take to dry everything. If you’re sun-drying, you’re subject to the vagaries of the weather. A range of times is given for each food in the chapters that follow. Check the food at the shortest time noted, and if it is not yet dry, check every 30 minutes or so, until it is done. Also be aware that some pieces in a batch may dry more quickly than others; simply remove individual pieces as they are dry and continue drying the rest until all are done.


Temperatures Used for Dehydrating

When you use a dehydrator or oven to dry foods, you must decide on a target temperature, which is the setting you’re trying to maintain throughout dehydrating. This is not simply a matter of setting the temperature dial on a dehydrator or oven and forgetting about it, however, because the actual temperature inside the device changes throughout the dehydrating process unless adjustments are made, either by you or by a sophisticated thermostatic control found in a few top-end dehydrators. During the first hour or two, the fresh food is producing a lot of moisture. The moisture-laden air absorbs much of the heat produced by the heating element, and the food doesn’t start to warm up until both the air and the food begin to dry; once the air has less moisture, the temperature inside the dehydrator usually rises. In addition, some manufactured dehydrators, and all ovens, cycle on and off, causing fluctuations in the actual temperature. So although you set your dehydrator or oven at, say, 135°F (57°C), the temperature inside the device may range from 130 to 140°F (54 to 60°C) — and often, the range is much wider than that.

Most authorities agree that different target temperatures should be used for various types of foods. Meats, for example, are dehydrated at higher temperatures to dry them quickly before they spoil; herbs are dehydrated at very low temperatures to prevent the loss of heat-sensitive oils that give herbs their fragrance and flavor.

In this book, a target temperature of 140 to 145°F (60 to 63°C) is used for meats and poultry. Fruits, which are high in moisture as well as natural sugars, have a target temperature of 135°F (57°C). Vegetables are dehydrated at a target temperature of 125°F (52°C) to prevent hardening,” premature drying of the outside that prevents the interior from drying properly. Herbs are dehydrated at 100 to 105°F (38 to 41°C) to preserve their fragrant oils. Some people use higher settings for the first hour or two of dehydrating to speed the process.


You may choose to use different target temperatures for other reasons. Perhaps you’re using a home-built dehydrator that doesn’t reach 145°F (63°C). Maybe you’re choosing a lower temperature because you want to leave a manufactured dehydrator running overnight and don’t want to overdry the food. Temperatures that are 10 to 15 degrees Fahrenheit lower than the temperatures recommended here will work fine; it will just take longer than the times indicated. If the temperatures are too low, however, the process may take so long that the food begins to spoil before it is dry; this is a particular concern with meat and poultry.

People who follow raw-food diets use a setting of 105 to 110°F (41 to 43°C) for fruits and vegetables to avoid destroying healthful but heat-­sensitive enzymes present in the raw food, which happens when the temperature goes above 118°F (48°C). Although some authorities feel that bacteria present in the food might pose a health risk in foods dried at these low temperatures, raw foodists counter that if the produce has been grown naturally and is well washed before drying, the risk is minimal to non­existent. Some raw foodists dehydrate food at 145°F (63°C) for the first few hours, and then reduce the setting to 105 to 110°F (41 to 43°C); this method is recommended for raw-food diets by Excalibur, a top manufacturer of box-style dehydrators. The higher starting temperature shortens the drying time, improving safety, and as noted above, the food doesn’t reach that temperature because the air is absorbing much of the heat.


Food Selection and Preparation

Just as with canning and freezing, top-quality fresh foods produce the best dried foods. Fruits, vegetables, and herbs to be dried should be picked when they are at their peak of flavor. You’ll get better results with produce that’s in season and locally grown, rather than buying out-of-season produce that has been shipped in from a faraway state or another country.


Picking

Most fruits should be left to ripen thoroughly before picking. Apricots, cherries, peaches, and plums are sweeter and more flavorful when tree-ripened (note, however, that pears are picked when still underripe and kept in cold storage, then removed from storage and ripened as needed). Berries will be plump with flavorful juices if allowed to ripen on the plants.

Unlike fruits, most vegetables are best picked while they are still slightly immature. Harvest beans when the pods are still tender, before the seeds swell. Pick spinach and other leafy vegetables before the leaves reach full size. Most root vegetables should be pulled while still somewhat undersized. Harvest corn before the natural sugars turn to starch, while the kernels are succulent enough to squirt out juice when punctured with the thumbnail. Most vegetables in the cabbage family — including broccoli, cabbage, and kohlrabi — should be picked after the vegetable is well formed, but before it becomes strong tasting; Brussels sprouts, however, are best after the first frost.
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Drying

In general, the faster a food is dried, the better its quality, but temperatures can’t be so high that the food is cooked. To speed up drying, the food should be free of surface moisture before dehydrating begins. If you’re picking foods from your garden, spray them in the garden the night before to wash them, then pick the next day in late morning, when the sun has dried off the morning dew. If you’re drying purchased produce, wash it well and blot dry before proceeding. If foods will be pretreated by soaking prior to dehydrating, keep soaking times to the minimum time recommended. Foods that have been partially cooked by water-blanching or steam-blanching should be well drained before loading onto the dehydrator trays.
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Washing

Hygiene is very important when preparing foods to be dehydrated. Scrub your hands frequently both before and while handling food. Wash cutting boards with hot, soapy water, then rinse them well; it’s not a bad idea to spray a solution of 3⁄4 teaspoon chlorine bleach combined with 1 quart of water onto the cutting board, then let it sit for a few minutes and rinse before proceeding. If you have long hair, tie it up (or wear a hairnet) to prevent stray hairs from getting into the food. Wash your hands after touching your hair, sneezing, or coughing. Also make sure that any bowls, spoons, or measuring cups you use are spotlessly clean.


Peeling

Fruits and vegetables with tough skins or rinds should be peeled to permit the air to reach the tender inner flesh. Drying will go more quickly when more of the food surface is exposed to the air. To do this, cut food into smaller pieces: for example, cut strawberries and apricots into quarters, slice apples and zucchini, and cut cabbage into shreds. Use a very sharp blade that slices cleanly; a dull blade bruises the food or makes ragged cuts. A serrated tomato knife does a great job with tomatoes, plums, and other tender, thin-skinned fruits. Use a stainless steel or ceramic knife rather than one made from carbon steel, which may discolor the food. Some vegetables such as onions, carrots, and turnips may be coarsely grated with a food processor or handheld grater. A food processor does a great job of keeping slices evenly thick. A mandoline is also excellent for quick and even cutting. This specialty kitchen tool looks like a board with a razor-sharp blade in the middle; the food is pushed across the blade with a special pusher, and falls out underneath. Slice thickness can be adjusted easily, and a special insert cuts thin julienne pieces — squared strips that are thicker than shreds, but thinner than anything you’re likely to cut by hand. Always use the blade guard when slicing on a mandoline.
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Pretreating

All fruits and vegetables contain enzymes, biological catalysts that cause certain reactions to occur. Enzymes cause seeds to sprout and then continue to help the sprout develop a stem, leaves, and so on. Eventually, enzymes cause the edible portion of the plant to mature, or ripen, and this is the stage we’re interested in. The enzymes continue to work after the fruit is picked or the vegetable is harvested; however, if this enzymatic action isn’t halted, the food will continue to mature, bacteria will grow, and the food will finally decay, a process we call spoiling.

Dehydrating foods does not stop enzymatic action completely; like freezing, dehydrating only slows it down. Some dried foods keep well without pretreatment, but others will continue to deteriorate in color, flavor, texture, and nutrients after they are dried unless they are treated before dehydrating. Certain vegetables dried with no pretreatment may become tough and strong flavored after a period of storage. Without pretreatment, some fruits — apples, apricots, bananas, peaches, pears, and nectarines — darken during drying, and they will continue to darken considerably during storage. While this darkening does not spoil the fruit, it is an indication that there is still enzymatic action at work.

Many vegetables are pretreated before drying, just as they are before freezing, by blanching in boiling water or steam. Blanching is a form of quick, partial cooking; foods are cooked just long enough to halt the natural enzymatic action. Most fruits are not blanched; instead they may be soaked in any of several solutions to prevent enzymatic darkening. Descriptions follow, and the individual fruit listings in chapter 4 include recommendations for pretreatment. Some fruits such as blueberries and cranberries, however, require blanching to check, or break, a waxy coating on the skin that prevents moisture from escaping.

Some people prefer to dehydrate foods with no pretreatment. They contend that foods retain more nutrients and digestive enzymes when they are dried without pretreatment, arguing that blanching cooks the foods and that other methods, such as sulfuring, add undesirable chemicals to the foods. Certainly, fruits and vegetables can be dehydrated with no pretreatment, as long as they are exposed to good air circulation and enough warmth to prevent spoilage before they’re fully dry. Darkened fruits and strong-tasting vegetables have been eaten for centuries, and there’s no danger in continuing that today; it’s a matter of personal preference.


Pretreating Methods

These methods will increase the drying time as compared to that for the same foods that have not been pretreated.


Blanching

Blanching in steam or water is a method of partially cooking the food, typically just to the point of inactivating the enzymes; as noted, it’s also used to break the skins of fruits that have a waxy coating. Steam-blanching preserves more of the food’s natural vitamins and minerals than water-blanching, but requires a slightly longer processing period. Water-blanching requires no special equipment.

Syrup-blanching is similar to water-blanching, but a sweetened mixture is used rather than plain water; this is used strictly for fruits (not vegetables). Fruits that have been syrup-blanched are softer and more brightly colored than those pretreated by other methods and are less likely to darken during storage; of all the methods used to pretreat fruits, syrup-blanching is best for producing dried fruits that are similar in texture and appearance to commercially dried fruits. Candying is similar to syrup-blanching, but the sugar solution is more concentrated, producing dried fruit that is much sweeter and firmer; see Making Home-Dried Candied Fruit for instructions.

Steam-blanching. For best results, use a steamer pan. This specialty piece of cookware looks somewhat like a double boiler, but the upper pan has holes in the bottom. To use for steam-blanching, add about 2 inches of water to the lower pan and place over high heat. Place a thin layer of prepared food in the upper pan, spreading evenly; cover the upper pan tightly. When the water is boiling in the lower pan, position the upper pan over the lower pan and begin timing. Steam for the length of time specified for each food; for blanching times longer than 3 minutes, stir the food once, being careful to avoid the steam that will billow out of the pan when you remove the lid. After blanching, transfer the food immediately to ice water to stop the cooking action. Drain and place on drying trays (or proceed as directed). For high altitudes, add 1 minute to the blanching time specified for each 2,000 feet of elevation above sea level.

A collapsible steamer basket is another option. These consist of a perforated base with legs that hold the food above a shallow layer of water; the base is surrounded by overlapping, fold-in leaves that adjust to fit many pot sizes. It’s worth it to shop around for a quality model; the leaves often fall off cheaper models or become difficult to fold in.

As another alternative, you can improvise with a metal colander that sits on top of a deep pot; the base of the colander must be suspended at least 21⁄2 inches above the bottom of the pot. Place a thin layer of prepared food in the colander, spreading evenly; cover the top and sides of the colander with foil, leaving the bottom exposed. Add about 2 inches of water to the pot and heat to boiling over high heat, then place the colander on top of the pot and begin timing as directed above.
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Water-blanching. Fill a large pot two-thirds full of water; use about 1 gallon of water per pound of food. Heat the water to a rolling boil over high heat. Place the prepared food in a wire basket and lower into the water, or add the food directly to the boiling water. Cover and boil for the length of time specified for each vegetable or fruit. After blanching, transfer the food immediately to ice water to stop the cooking action. Drain and place on drying trays (or proceed as directed). For high altitudes, add 30 seconds to the time specified for each 2,000 feet of elevation above sea level.

Syrup-blanching. Combine 1 cup sugar, 1 cup corn syrup, and 2 cups water in a nonreactive saucepan (as an alternative to corn syrup, use a total of 11⁄2 cups sugar and 21⁄2 cups water). Heat to boiling, stirring until the sugar dissolves completely. Add the prepared fruit. Adjust the heat so the mixture simmers but does not boil, and cook for the length of time specified in the directions (for high altitudes, add 30 seconds to the time specified for each 2,000 feet of elevation above sea level). Remove the fruit with a slotted spoon and drain; for less sticky dried fruit, rinse briefly in cold water and drain.

This amount of syrup holds 2 to 3 cups of prepared fruit. The syrup can be used for three batches; after that, add a half quantity of ingredients and heat to boiling before proceeding. If you’re syrup-blanching several types of fruit, start with the lightest color first, since the syrup will pick up the color of the fruit and may stain subsequent batches. If you like, you may strain the syrup after you’ve blanched all your fruit, and refrigerate it to use as a light, fruit-flavored syrup.


Soaks, Dips, and Sprays

Soaking in acidulated water. This is a fancy term to describe water that has lemon juice or some other acidic ingredient added to it. To each quart of water, add one of the following:


	1 to 3 cups lemon or lime juice (bottled is fine)

	1 to 3 teaspoons citric acid powder (available at wine-making supply stores and some drugstores)

	2 to 6 teaspoons ascorbic acid crystals or powder (from the drugstore or health food store)

	6,000 to 18,000 milligrams of vitamin C tablets, crushed with a mortar and pestle (you may see some white residue in the water; this is from binders used in the tablet manufacture and can be ignored)




Acidulated water reduces, but does not eliminate, browning in apples, apricots, bananas, nectarines, peaches, and pears, as well as in potatoes and turnips. It is not as effective as sulfite (following); just-dried fruits pretreated with acidulated water will be somewhat darker than fruits that were pretreated with sulfite, and the fruits treated in acidulated water will continue to darken during storage. However, acidulated water has less potential to cause allergic reactions and is considered a more natural treatment.

Solutions made with the lowest amount listed for each type of acid will provide some protection against browning, and do not need to be rinsed off. The highest amount provides more protection, but also adds a sour or bitter flavor; you may wish to rinse the food very briefly in cold water after soaking. You may use any amount between the two measurements; try a batch and see what you prefer. Soak the food for 5 to 10 minutes in the prepared solution (or as indicated in the directions for specific fruits), then remove with a slotted spoon and drain well. This amount of solution will hold up to 2 cups of prepared produce. After two or three batches of food have been soaked, add another half quantity of acid to the water before using again. Discard the solution after using.

Soaking in sulfite solution. Sulfuring is a somewhat controversial treatment method. People with asthma may react adversely to sulfite compounds; others may choose to avoid this chemical for health reasons. Sulfuring is used by commercial fruit producers before drying because the fruit remains soft and vibrantly colored after drying; it also retains its freshness for a long time during storage. Most commercially dried apples, apricots, pears, peaches, and raisins have been sulfured, and sometimes other fruits are sulfured as well. Traditionally, this is done by exposing the fruit to sulfur dioxide fumes produced by burning powdered sulfur. Although this can be done at home, it is a messy, smelly process that can cause respiratory problems. It’s easier to soak fruits briefly in a solution containing sodium metabisulfite. This compound is used in most wine to prevent bacterial growth.

Sodium metabisulfite powder is available at stores that sell wine-making supplies and from online sources. Be sure you are not getting sodium bisulfate or sodium sulfite (they are more potent and require different mixing instructions). To prepare the sulfite solution, mix 1 tablespoon of sodium metabisulfite with 1 quart of water, stirring until the powder dissolves. Soak prepared fruit for 5 minutes, or as directed in the individual instructions. Use a slotted spoon to transfer the fruit to a colander; rinse briefly with cold water if you like. Drain and place on drying trays. This amount of solution will hold up to 2 cups of prepared fruit, and may be used for up to four batches on the same day; mix up a fresh batch if you have more than four batches to process. Don’t save the solution to use another day; discard it when you’re done. Note: If you use sodium metabisulfite, mark the storage containers to indicate that the fruits contain sulfite so anyone who’s allergic to it is aware of its presence.


Soaking in fruit juice. Soak prepared fruit for 5 minutes in undiluted pineapple juice or orange juice. Drain and place on drying trays (or proceed as directed). You may soak two batches of fruit in the juice before replacing it with fresh juice. When you’re done pretreating, you can drink the juice.

Dipping in pectin. Powdered pectin (found with the canning supplies at the supermarket) can be used to prepare a thin syrup that is used as a dip before drying apricots, bananas, blueberries, cherries, huckleberries, nectarines, peaches, and strawberries. Fruits treated this way retain more of their fresh flavor, color, and texture. To prepare the pectin syrup, stir together 1 box (1.75 ounces) of powdered pectin and 1 cup of water in a saucepan. Heat to boiling over medium heat and boil for 1 minute, stirring constantly. Add 1⁄2 cup sugar; continue to cook, stirring constantly, until the sugar has dissolved, 30 to 45 seconds longer. Remove from the heat and stir in 1 cup cold water; stir for about 1 minute longer. Cool completely. Put cleaned and prepared fruit in a mixing bowl and add enough pectin syrup to glaze the fruit with a thin film. Gently stir the fruit to coat each piece with the syrup. Drain well and place on drying trays (or proceed as directed). Store unused syrup in the refrigerator until needed. This amount of syrup treats up to 5 pounds of fruit.

Lightly dipping in honey. Honey contains a compound that works in the same way as the acid in citrus juice to inhibit browning of fruits such as apples, pears, bananas, and, surprisingly, potatoes. The honey dip does not add perceptible sweetness, although the dried foods may have a crisper surface than foods treated with other methods.

Prepare the dip by mixing 1⁄2 to 3⁄4 cup honey with 1 quart lukewarm water, stirring until well combined. Dip fruit in small batches and remove with a slotted spoon. Drain well before drying. This amount of solution will hold up to 2 cups of prepared fruit. After two or three batches of fruit have been soaked, add another half quantity of honey to the water before using again. Discard the solution after using.

Using a commercial fruit protector. If you look on the supermarket shelf with the canning supplies, you’ll find commercial products designed to inhibit browning of cut fruit. Fruit-Fresh is one brand; it’s a combination of ascorbic acid, citric acid, and dextrose (a type of sugar). Use these products according to the directions on the package. The powder can be sprinkled over fruit or mixed with water and used as a soak. Limit soaking time to no more than 10 minutes, otherwise the fruit will absorb too much water. Drain the treated fruit well and place on drying trays.

Spraying with lemon juice. This one’s just like it sounds — simply arrange foods on the dehydrator trays and spray with lemon juice. This pretreatment is simple but adds a tart taste that may not be desirable. Orange juice may also be used, but it has only about one-sixth the citric acid content of lemon juice so is not as effective at reducing browning.


Testing for Dryness, and Other Final Steps


You’ve chosen produce or other food at the perfect stage, carefully prepared it for drying, and, finally, started dehydrating it by the method of your choice (see chapter 3 for specifics on various dehydrating methods and equipment). But how do you know when it’s done?

First, it’s important to cool foods to room temperature before you test them for doneness, because the texture is different when the food is still warm from the dehydrator. When you think the food is nearing completion, take a few pieces out of the dehydrator and let them cool for a few minutes. Hold a piece of the cooled food in your hands and compare it to the description noted in this book for each type of food.

In many cases, the description will say that the food should be leathery or supple. This means that the food should be dry on the surface, and you should be able to bend a piece without breaking it. Often, you’ll want to cut (or bite) into the thickest portion, and then squeeze it firmly to ensure that no moisture is still present in the center. Some foods are described as brittle when done; this means that a piece will break or snap when you try to bend it. Some listings specify that the food feels springy when pressed. This means that it will yield to pressure and will feel somewhat elastic, bouncing back when you release it; if the food feels squishy rather than springy, it isn’t dry enough. If the food fails to pass the doneness test, return the pieces to the dehydrator and check again later. It is better to overdry food than to underdry it. Note also that individual pieces in a batch of food often dry at different rates. Simply remove pieces as they are done, cool to room temperature, then transfer to a jar and seal it tightly; as additional pieces are done and cooled, continue to add them to the jar until all is done.

Some foods take a long time to dry. If you’ve been drying the food in a dehydrator or oven all day and the pieces are nearly done when you’re ready for bed, you can turn off the dehydrator or oven and just leave the food on the trays; chances are good that it will be done in the morning.

If the food isn’t close to done at the end of the day and you are using a manufactured dehydrator, you can reduce the temperature to 90 to 100°F (32 to 38°C) and let the dehydrator run overnight. This isn’t recommended with home-built dehydrators or with most oven-drying. However, if you are oven-drying in a gas oven that has a pilot light, simply turn off the oven and let the food sit in the oven overnight; the warmth from the pilot light will provide enough gentle heat to continue dehydrating at a very slow pace.

Although it’s not ideal, you can use a stop-and-start technique if the food has been drying all day but isn’t done at night. Sun-drying is a time-tested method that is always done on a stop-and-start basis, since the drying action stops once the sun goes down and foods are brought inside overnight. With other methods, fruits and vegetables generally can be left on the trays overnight at room temperature as long as they are partially dry (however, if you’re drying meat, if the weather is extremely humid, or if the food isn’t already somewhat dry, it’s best to refrigerate the pieces overnight). Ensure that the food is protected from pets; you may also want to put a thin cloth over the trays to discourage insects. Restart the




Conditioning Dried Foods





Pasteurizing Dried Foods






Food Drying at a Glance




	1. Choose fresh, wholesome foods at the proper ripeness. See general information in Food Selection and Preparation, and information on specific foods in chapters 4 through 7 on Fruits and Vegetables A to Z, Herbs and Spices, Meat and Poultry, and Leathers, Candied Fruits, and More.


[image: A fresh slice of apple.]






	2. Prepare your equipment and any necessary trays, racks, screens, or liners. For specific information, see Manufactured Dehydrators, Home-Built Dehydrators, Oven-Drying, and Sun-Drying, all in chapter 3. Unless you are sun-drying, you will also need a quick-read thermometer or a small remote probe thermometer (see Setting Up Your Oven) that measures temperatures between 90 and 160°F (32 and 71°C).


[image: Oven trays and dehydrator screens.]






	3. Assemble your tools, including sharp knives, cutting boards, a vegetable peeler, a wire-mesh strainer or colander, and clean towels. Depending on your pretreatment methods, you may also need measuring cups and spoons, glass or other nonreactive bowls, a stainless steel or other nonreactive saucepan or pot, tongs, a slotted spoon, kitchen parchment, and nonstick cooking spray. Also see Storing Dried Foods for information about supplies and equipment needed for storing your finished dried foods.


[image: A vegetable peeler and a cutting board.]






	4. Clean your work surface and wash your hands. Wash all fruits and vegetables, even if they will be peeled later. Prepare the food according to the instructions for each specific food in the chapters listed in step 1, taking care to cut each type of food (apples or carrots, for example) into uniform pieces so the batch dries evenly. If pretreating is recommended, refer to Pretreating Methods for detailed instructions.


[image: Fresh applice slices on a cutting board.]






	5. Spread the prepared food evenly on the trays (or racks, screens, or liners as appropriate) as directed in the specific instructions, keeping space between pieces and avoiding overlaps if possible. As each tray is filled, place it in the dehydrator (or other equipment/method) and start drying. Continue preparing food and filling trays until you have a full load or have prepared all the food you’ve selected. It is fine to combine different foods of a similar type and size, such as two fruits or vegetables, in the same load; however, don’t dry strongly flavored foods such as onions in the same load with mild foods such as fruits.

[image: Fresh apple slices arranged on a dehydrator screen.]





	6. Once all the trays have been started, make a note of the time and check foods as directed in the specific instructions. Some foods need turning or stirring occasionally during drying; depending on your equipment and method, you may also need to rotate trays and switch positions occasionally as directed in the instructions for each type of equipment or method listed in step 2. Don’t add additional fresh food to a load that’s been drying for longer than about 30 minutes; moisture from the fresh food may transfer to the partially dried food, increasing the time needed to complete drying. Test foods for dryness at the shortest time indicated in the instructions for each specific food; also see Testing for Dryness, and Other Final Steps. To check the food, remove a few pieces and allow them to cool to room temperature, then inspect the pieces to see if they pass the doneness test given with each type of food. Dried foods feel softer when they’re warm, so it’s important to cool the food pieces before judging doneness.

	7. Remove individual pieces of food as they become dry, if practical (particularly when drying slices or large pieces). When all food of one type is dry, condition the dried food as described in Conditioning Dried Foods; sun-dried food must be pasteurized as described in Pasteurizing Dried Foods after conditioning, and some experts recommend pasteurizing all fruits and vegetables that were dried without peeling, regardless of the drying method used. Wash all your trays, racks, screens, and other equipment after dehydrating each batch of food.

	8. Package the dried, conditioned food as described in Storing Dried Foods. Store in a cool, dark location, or as directed for individual foods.


[image: Dehydrated apple slices stacked in an open jar.]










[image: Dehydrated apple slices sealed in a jar.]



Storing Dried Foods







[image: Sealed jars of dehydrated greens and grains.]
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[image: A row of prepared beef jerky.]



How to Use Dried Foods




Rehydrating Dried Foods
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