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Squirrel away your backyard
produce to enjoy local food year-round.

BY CHERYL MORRISON

t's the end of & good growing

season: The cabbages are

bigger than a rock star’s head,

the tamatao vines are so heavy

with fruit that the stakes can't
hold them upright, and the zucchini
just keeps on comung. What to do with
this gverabundance? And what do you
eat six months from now, when the
only “frésh” produce in the stores lost
much of its flavor as it was shipped
from the other side of the world?

Fortunately, the produce you
grow, pick or buy from local farmers
can be preserved for months or even
years. A bumper crop need never go
to waste, and the strawberries that
perfumed the spring air at the local
farmers” market can stili be savored
in December.

The idea of putting food by conjures
images of rural life in times past.
Indeed, the same methods your great-
great-grandmother might have used to
store a winter’s worth of food for an
extended fumily can be udapted to suit
busy professionals living in city apart-
ments—or any situation in between,
What's more, today’s food preserva-
tionists have access to modern tools
and techniques that could have light-
ened Granny's workload considerably,
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Preserving food from the harvest
doesn't have 1o mean spending the
end of summer in i steamy kitchen
sterilizing scores of jars and filling
them from bubbling pots: although,
canning is still one of the thres most
populer fond-preservation methods,
along with feeezing and drying, Which
method to use depends on several
factors: What kind of produce you are
preserving, how long you want to keep
it, how you intend to use it, and the
amount of time and effort you want to
expend, All food-preservation methods
have the common goal of Killing
or Inhibiting the growth of bacteria
and other organisms  that spoil
food. Ideally, this is done without
destroying the food's flavor, texture
Or Bpprarance.

Food plants acquire bacteria from
the soil in which they grow. Most
soll-horne bacteria are harmless or
even beneficial, but athers can pose
health hazards. Foods can also pick-
up airhorne spoilers as well as those
that can flourish on kitchen counters,
sinks and cutting boards. All it takes
to put food by safely is common
sense and strict cleanliness, With
any preservation method, follow
these guidelines:
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Where to Put It All?

The shelf fife of foods depends 4 Lat on howﬂ)eg’restbmd
Oid farmhouses typically have attiss, parmsm:ont cellars
that can easily accommodate prﬁsemdbod under ideal
conditions, but most urban ftrmus.nt,{gq,eame_ atiout-
finding: food-storage space in Bightes

quarters, Don't averlook places that '

aren't usually assaciated with food. Yo
might find unused spaces whers yau can
install racks ar shelving in ddsdsnﬂ

bn«es Under beds, stairs o WHB
tables, on baokshetves: or bebind desks,
Any locate will do i it providas the right
canditions.

The easiest preserved fouds o store
are dried frults and vegetables. They will
maintain their quality for months in any
piace where they can stay clean and dry,
Cautlon: 1f you're staring plastic con-
tainers of dried food any place where
rodents or insects might Y& present,
staw tham in metal cans with tignt lids,

Tood that yau've canned keeps best when it's away from
neat {which destroys vitaming), lght {which casses color

{oss) and molsture {which corrodes jar lids). I the only.
space you have fs in Kitchen cabinats, stack the jars on

shelves as far as possible from the stave and the sink,
Frozen foods should b kept at temperatures of zaro
degrees T or lower for long-term starage. Foods vary in how
long they will keep thelr shape, taste and texture in the
freezer, but most frozen yegetables last well in subzera

starage for up-to eight months, and fromn fruits can be
kept for upmmmmmﬁe#ﬂﬂmw Foad
stared in most refrigeratar fraszers, m cannat mlmain
subzero temperatutes, will mm 3
Proper storage conditions are also required fwi@l
faods, 1t's wise to keep 3 thermomater in the uﬁw
and check the temperature M ‘espe-

cially in hat weather. According to the

tiaas for eggs—organic or otherwise—
are temperatures that don’t exceed 40
degrees F with a relative humidity of 70
to 80 percent.

) Refrigesation siows the spoilage
§ of fresh wvegetables and fruits
Wrapping greens in moisture-proof

‘bags will prevent wilting.

1 Potatoes; ontons and other oot
_vigetables don’t require refrigeration,
t they keep best ina well-ventilated
€ at 50 to 60 degrees F. Carvots,
adishes and Daets stay firm longer i
- you remove: their tops to slaw the foss
- of mosture,

il Refrtgqraﬂon can rab same fruits
and vegetables of their flavor fomatoss, for example;
continue to ﬂmsﬂxtﬁdmu&m and should be-keot at
Taom bempemm.

A troye of food storage. Inﬁnmahnn. inclyding recom-
mended storage times for fresh and preserved foods, i
avallable &t «w gnvﬁoodjresoorcesfmyou/
consumers/default.ntm. Yous can learn more about preser<
vation and storage at wwwhobbwfarms.com/canningsteps

“and wwa, habbyfarms.com/canningfood,

American fgg Board, the ideat condi--

A small house
meavs lnited
storage spose.
Get creative

) Start by wiping counters and cutting
boards with a 1-to-9 solution of bleach and water.

[] Soak the fruits and vegetables in small lots,
with several changes of tap water, to rémaove any
soil. Lift them from the water so that that the dirt
you remove stavs behind.

[ Use the hottest water possible to wash equip-
ment such as cutlery, spoons, ladles, funnels and
rigid containers, If you're canning, sterilize the jars
and lids in boiling water just before you fill them,
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In addition to the recommended safety meas-
ures, these gmdelines will help ensure successful
food-preservation efforts:

[ Presesve only fresh produce thit is ripe but
still firm.

[ Preserve no more than you can use before it
begins to deteriorate. Most frozen foods start to
lose texture and taste after a few months, and
even canned goods and dried foods don't keep
their appeal forever.
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£ Choose a preservation method that’s well-
suited for what you're storing. Some fruits and
vegetables lend themselves to a variety of methods,
but others are more particular. Berries, for
example, can be frozen with beautiful results, bat
they shouldn't generally be canned unless they're
first made into jams or other cooked preserves,

DRYING

‘The oldest and simplest way to preserve food is 1o
dry it. If homemade granoln or trail mix has ever
tickled your taste buds, vou know how delicious
dried fruits can be. Unlike other preservation
methods, removing the water from fruits and veg-
¢tables concentrates their sweetness and flavor as
well as their nutrients.

Dried foods also require less storge space than
canned or frozen produce, which is an important
consideration for urban farmers who don’t have
attics, pantries or root cellars. Removing the
water from fruits and vegetables may reduce its
volume by as much as 8o percent. A bag of dried
peach halves will hold as much nutrition os a shelf

full of canned peaches or a dozen containers in
the freezer, and the flavor of the dried fruit will be
more intense.

Peaches, plums and other stone fruits are
excellent candidates for drying, as are apples,
tormatoes and herbs. Cahbage, green beans, broc-
coli and other vegetables can also be dried safely,
but the results can be brittle or tough; there’s s
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jreezer hags.

Window

sereening can

be fashioned

uite autdoor

drying troys.

Any location
witl do for
storage. o5
dong as it

prondes the

condibons.

lnbeled, plastic

reason that the traditional name for string beans
hung from attic rafters to dry is “Teather britches,”

Dehydrating food successfully requires moving
air that s dry and warm—but not so hot that it
cooks the food. A well-ventilated attic provides an
ideal atmosphere for dryving food, but you can
also purchase or build a dehydrator or use the
oven on your gas or electric range (not a
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microwave). If vou live in a dry, sunny place that’s
far enough from highways and other sources of air
pollution, you can even let outdoor sunshine do
the work. The dehydration process takes longer
than other preservation methods, but it requires
about the same amount of effort as freezing amd
less effort than canning.

Before drving most froits and apples; remove
their stones, pits or seeds, (For tomatoes, seeding
is optional.) Shice apples inte rings, and cut toma-
toes in half. Plums, pears, nectarines and other
large fruits should be halved, quartered or cut
into smaller wedges, The smaller the pieces, the
faster they dry. For cherries and other small
fruits, no cutting is needed. Beans can be dried in
their pods or shelled and spread ont to dry,

Apples, peaches and pears can turn unattrac-
tively dark when exposed to air. To prevent this,
soik them first in o solution of 6 tablespoons of
pickling salt and 1 gallon of water or 2 table-
spoons of ascorbic acid and 1 quart of water.



WAIYYS BY RIDOA PEACHER

You can dry tomatoes and many other fruits
and vegetables by spreading the pieces on racks
and putting them in an oven at its lowest setting
for four 10 12 hours. Use an oven thermometer to
monitor the temperature, which must not exceed
145 degrees F. Unless vour oven is vented, leave
its door slightly ajar to permit air circulation
Salting vegetable pieces before drying, which is
optional, adds flavor and shortens the drying time
by drawing out moisture. At the end of the
process, the produce should be pliable.

if you live in a warm, sunny, dey climate, you
don't even need an oven for drying food. Place
fruit pieces on a new, sterifized window screen or
framed plastic screen, skin-side down for toma-
toes and unpeeled fruits. Drape cheesecloth over
them to protect against insects; arrange the clath
s0 that it doesn't touch the fruits and stick to
them, Place the fruit in the sun, but keep the
frame off the ground so that air can circulate
under it. Sun-drying takes a few days, but bring
the frames inside before sunset and keep them in

overnight, or use a heavier covering at night so
that dew doesn't collect on the fruit,

With any drying method, oceasionally check
for doneness. When done, the pieces should be
soft and pliable but not moist, When you think

the drying is done, cut in 1o one plece; if its center
is still moist, more drying time is needed.

Storing dried fruits and tomatoes requires only
that you keep them clean and dry. You can store
dried produce in plastic bags, ngid plastic con-
tainers or jars. As long as thev're clean and dry,
their quality will be maintained for months.

1; Remove
stones, pits o
sonds fron
fruit and siNe
2: Stice gpples
v rngs, ong
quartas, wedge
ar holve
plums, pears,
mectivmes and
other longe
Sfruits. Place
on an oven
rack for fowr

to 12 howurs of

the lowest

setting.

3! Check for
donenass:
Fryit sfamnld

nd

A
o

%

soft

plioble dut

meust.

URBAM FAAM 105 A4



Left: Canming
doesnt have
to be an
exhoustive
exeraise, Jt
can be done
i smafl,
manogovbie
botches.

Right: Store
dnied fruits
and vegetabies
n ngd plastic
containers o
Qlass jars,

Dried fruits add flavor to muffing and quick
breads. Theyv're essential in homemade granela,
and they can serve as the basis for chutneys, Dried
tomatoes can be cut finely and added to salads or
reconstituted with water or oil for use in cooking.

FREEZING

For berries, broccoli, canliffower, asparagus, okra,
and many other fruits and vegetables, freezing i
the best way to preserve their flavor, texture, shape
and color over time, and freezing is safer than
canning for low-acid vegetables such as peas and
carrots. In other foods, including potatoes, celery
und cucumbers, freezing produces undesirable
changes in texture.

When freezing produce, guard agalnst enzymes
and air as well 45 bacteria. Enzymes break down
the flavor and color of food, but blanching cut
produce in boiling water or steaming and then
plunging them into jce water will inactivate the
enzymes before packing and freezing, (Blanching
in a microwave oven does not inactivate all
enzymes and s not recommended.)

Some foods, including peaches and other
fruits, can turn brown in the freezer. To prevent
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discoloration, dip the pieces in an ascorbic-acid
solution before packing,

Exposure to air can cause freezer burn, which
makes food dry and unappetizing. You can keep
air away from food by immersing it in liquid. If
you're using rigid containers; add wads of crum-
pled wax paper (which can compress as the food
expands during freezing) to keep the food from
bobbing to the surface.

Freezing foods as rapidly 4s possible will help
maintain their quality by preventing large ice
crystals from forming in them,

Frozen foods last longer ot zero degrees F or
lower, which requires a free-standing freezer.
Refrigerator freezers are opened too frequently to
maintain subzero temperatures, so they're only
good for short-term storage. Rule of thumb: A
freezer is cold enough for long-term food preser-

ation only if it keeps ice cream 100 hard to scoop.

You ean pack fruits for freezing with or without
liquid. Wet-packing in the fruit's own juice or
simple syrup works better for halves or slices of
peaches, plums and other large, moist fruits.
Vegetables are generally packed dry for freezing.
With wet or drv pack, it's important to remove as
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Always write the Aate ou food packages

befove putting them into the freezey, And use

the packages with the oldest dates fivst.

much air as possible before sealing
the container.

Before freezing strawbernes, blue-
berries, blackberries, currants and
other small, stone-free fruits, wash
them gently and deain, After removing
stems and leaves; spread the frult on 2
baking sheet in a single layer and put it
in the freezer uncovered. When it's
frozen solid, transfer the fruit to heavy
plastic freezer bags and return it to the
freezer, This flash-freezing method,
which preserves the shape of the
herries, can also be used for rhubarb
that's been cut into 1-inch chunks.

Always write the date on food pack-
ages before putting them in the freezer,
and wse the packages with the oldest
dates first. If vou doa't know how long
food has been frozen, smell it when it
thaws; the nose knows when food’s
been kept too long,

Freezing suspends the activity of
Bacteria but doesn’t kill them: their
activity resumes when the food
thaws. Fruit that thaws prematurely—
in a power ontage, for example—tin be
refrozen safely, but refreeze vegetables
only if their packages still have ice
crystals throughout, Spoiling bac-
teria can spread more rapidly in
vegetables, which generally contain
less acid than fruits; when in doubt,
throw them out.

CANNING

Canning requires more work and
equipment than the other preserva
tion methods, and the output takes
up more storage space than produce

vou dehysdrate. Still, many foods are
better preserved by canning than by
other methods, and canned foods
keep their quality far fonger than
frozen foods.

A favorite reference for many
home canners is the book Putting
Food By, by Ruth Hertzberg,
Beatrice Vaughan and Janet Green
(Plume, 1992), fiest published in
1974 (Stephen Greene Press) but
updated several times since. It pro-
vides detailed instructions and com-
prehensive  information
canning as well freezing and drying.
It also covers other food-preservation
methods, such ag pickling, curing and
root cellaring. Another go-to
veference is Ball Blue Book of
Canning and Preserving (Alltrista
Consumer Products: 1ooth
Anniversary Edition, 2004).

Although many canners measure
their yearly output in scores of jars,
canning can also be done in small
quantities that urban farmers can
manage in small kitchens, after work
and on weekends, In the introduction
to her book Well-Preserved, Engenia
Bone says she has found that small-
batch canning is manageable in the
limited kitchen space of her Manhattan
apartment, with a busy schedule. “You
don’t need a big country kitchen, or
an orchard out back, to can with
enthusiasm,” adds Bone, (To read
more about Bone's book, see “Urban
Feast” on page 92.) M

Cheryl Morison s o writer who lives in
New York City and Dover, VL.
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Log on and
discover great tips
for living “green”
and more
sustainably.

UrbanFarmOnline cow

Where you learn how to

live a sustainable life
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it doesn't take a farm
to have the heart of a
farmer. Now, due to

a burgeoning
sustainable-living
movement, you don't
have to own acreage
to fulfill your dream of
raising your own food.

VISIT us
TODAY!

UrbanFarmOnline.com
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