Common Food Preserving Methods
Freezing:
Great for many vegetables, meats, seafood and fruits

Requirements*: Freezer space, heavy-duty zip-type plastic bags, permanent marker, large stainless bowl or sink, ice, large pot, large perforated ladle or strainer

Brining/Fermenting:
Great for most root vegetables, cabbages and some fruit

Requirements: Wide-mouth quart or larger glass jar, kosher or high-quality sea salt, handkerchief or thin-weave cloth napkin, large rubber band.
Dehydrating:
Great for tomatoes, herbs and many fruits

Requirements:  Dehydrator ($30-150 and up), electricity

Pickling:
Great for some fruits & vegetables

Requirements:  Canning (Mason) jars & lids (various sizes available), large pot tall enough to hold tallest jar + at least another 4”-6” clearance, wide-mouth funnel (optional but highly recommended), tongs or jar lifter (highly recommended), towel, table space to hold jars undisturbed for 24 hrs after processing
Preserves:
Great for fruits

Requirements:  Same as for pickling

Canning:
Great for sauces, some vegetables, some fruits, chicken

Requirements:  Same as for pickling, plus pressure-cooker/canner, tall enough for the tallest jar + at least 4”-6” clearance
*for all preserving methods, basic kitchen needs are: clean working surfaces, cutting board(s), good knives (serrated for tomatoes)

General Procedures for all methods

Prepare your working space – clean and disinfect all surfaces, assemble your equipment and supplies.
Choose fresh (some exceptions possible), organic (to avoid pesticide residue interactions) fruits & vegetables. Ideally, do this at the peak of the season.
Wash and trim any bad spots. Root vegetables may be slightly limp – this generally means they’re slightly dehydrated, and are fine for processing (for immediate consumption, just soak them for an hour or two in ice water and they should plump back up).

Cut in the desired or recommended shape and thickness.

Proceed with specific instructions for your preferred preservation method.
Freezing:


What to freeze:  Good veggie choices – green beans, tomatoes & tomato sauces, corn (on and off the cob), broccoli & cauliflower, peppers, okra; good fruit choices – berries (any kind), cherries, mango, lychee, longan, black sapote, canistel, mamey, jaboticaba

How to freeze:  Veggies – wash, trim and cut to desired serving sizes. Fruits – wash, trim if needed, peel and cut large fruit into desired serving sizes.
There are two general methods: blanch, or freeze and pack. For all methods, pack into heavy-duty zip-type plastic freezer bags, exclude extra air, label (item & date) with a permanent marker, and store in freezer.

Freeze and pack is best for peppers, berries and fruits, and ginger. For peppers (sliced into strips) and berries (whole or sliced), spread fruit on a tray, place in freezer. When frozen hard, pack & store. This method is optional for mangoes and mamey as well (or just pack cut fruit directly into bags).  Break ginger up into good-sized knobs, bag & freeze (ginger slices & grates very well if kept frozen – just cut/grate the desired amount and pop back in the freezer). Pack unpeeled lychees, longans, jaboticabas and cherries directly into bags & freeze. (Eat frozen like little popsicles.) For soft fruits such as canistel and black sapote, separate pulp from seeds (and skin if desired), pack & store. For sauces, pack (you can also use pint or quart-sized heavy plastic containers with lids – fill, leaving 1” head space, since liquids expand when they freeze) seal & store.
Blanching is best for beans, corn, broccoli, cauliflower, okra. Though blanching times vary, the process is the same. Partly fill a large bowl (or better yet, a sink) with lots of ice and cold water (keep adding fresh ice as needed). Bring a large pot ¾ full of water to a boil. Wash, trim and cut vegetables to desired serving sizes. A colander or mesh ladle is very useful for the next step. (Work with small quantities at one time.) Put a quantity of veggies into the boiling water for the recommended blanching time. Immediately scoop out the vegetables, drain briefly over the pot and place them in the icy water to chill down (it stops the cooking). After the recommended chill time, drain well, pack and store.
	Vegetable
	Blanching time
	Chill time

	Green beans
	1 ½ minutes
	1-2 minutes

	Celery
	2 minutes
	2 minutes

	Corn on the cob
	5-7 minutes
	5-7 minutes

	Broccoli, Cauliflower
	3 minutes
	3 minutes

	Greens (kale, collards)
	2-3 minutes
	3 minutes

	Spinach
	1 minute
	1 minute

	Okra
	3-4 minutes
	3-4 minutes


Tomatoes are a special case. They can be frozen using several different methods. You can simply wash, trim, chop, bag & freeze.
You can blanch them whole for 1 minute, chill for 1 minute, then slip off the peels if desired, bag & freeze.

Or, you can simmer them in a pan for a few minutes or until soft and either bag & freeze or push them through a strainer to remove peels and seeds, then bag & freeze.

Other veggies you can freeze are winter squashes (calabaza, pumpkin, butternut squash). These you can cube and cook in boiling salted water until fork-tender, or cook and mash. Cool, bag and freeze.

Brining/Ferments: 

What to brine/ferment: Good veggie choices – cabbage (regular, savoy or Chinese), radishes of all kinds (salad, daikon), turnips, beets, cucumbers. You can do many others – these are the easiest to start with.

Use ONLY organic veggies for this process, because they will have the necessary ‘good guy’ yeast and lacto-bacteria needed for proper fermentation. Veggies sprayed with pesticides will not have these naturally-occurring organisms and may spoil more readily.

How to brine/ferment: Gently wash and trim off any bad parts. Chop, shred or slice as desired.

Prepare your jars by washing in hot soapy water, and rinsing very well. You can disinfect the jars with vinegar or food-quality peroxide (this is highly concentrated, not your off-the-shelf stuff). DO NOT USE BLEACH! it leaves a residue. Make sure you have clean cloths to cover (wash it first if it was in storage). Old handkerchiefs and thin linen (lint-free) napkins and towels work well for this – you want the cloth to breathe, but the mesh to be fine enough that fruit flies can’t get in. Cheesecloth is usually too open-meshed for this.
Prepare a brine solution, using a high-quality sea salt, pickling salt or a kosher salt with NO additives (they usually add iodine and an anti-caking substance to table salt – don’t use these). Use the following proportions to start, adjusting as you gain more experience: 3 tablespoons salt to 4 cups water.
For all veggies except cabbage: Place your veggies in a clean jar, pressing down repeatedly until the jar is completely jam-packed full, leaving about 1”-2” head room. Pour in brine solution until the veggies are well-covered. If it’s a big jar, take a baggie full of brine solution (double-bag), tie it off, and place it inside to weigh down the veggies and keep them submerged. Cover the jar with a clean cloth and put a rubber band around it.

For cabbage, follow the instructions above, except press down the cabbage as you add it, repeatedly and hard (use the end of a meat tenderizer or a large wooden pestle to push down), until the cabbage releases its juices. Sprinkle salt on the cabbage as you add each layer, using a total of approximately 3 tablespoons of salt for 5 pounds cabbage. (a one-quart jar will hold approx 1 ½ pounds of cabbage). Keep filling, salting and pressing all the way to the top of the jar. If you do this properly, you won’t need to add any brine – the cabbage juices will overflow. Top off the jar with a piece of an outer cabbage leaf, tucked inside, and screw on a lid (not super-tight). Check it daily, and if the brine doesn’t overflow, add some (use about 1 tablespoon salt to 1 cup water for this). Leave to ferment, checking every day or two. You may see a scum forming on top (also called mold or bloom). Skim what you can off, but don’t worry about it. Keep the cabbage submerged under the liquid. Taste the kraut – it will begin to get tangy, and stronger tasting each day. When you like it, store it in the refrigerator. Eat this as a condiment. Always make sure that the liquid is covering what remains. Drink the juice as a digestive tonic, in small amounts.
Options: For a low-salt kraut, use 1-2 teaspoons salt per quart of kraut, but don’t eliminate it completely, as it’s easy for it to spoil then.

Add carrots, onions, garlic, hot peppers, seeds (caraway, dill, celery) for different flavors. You can also add sliced apples.
Kimchi: This is a traditional Korean ferment, using an assortment of vegetables and spices. The general process is similar, with a few differences.

Prepare the brine: 3-4 tablespoons salt to 4 cups water.

Coarsely chop cabbage, radishes, carrots (daikons are great for this), turnips in any proportion desired. Soak these in the brine solution for a few hours or overnight.

Prepare the spices – grate 3 tablespoons ginger; chop 3-4 cloves garlic and 1-2 onions; chop, crush or use whole hot chili peppers (3-4 or more). Mix together into a paste.
Drain brine off the vegetables, reserving the brine. Taste the veggies – they need to taste salty, but not overwhelming. If you cannot taste the salt, sprinkle 1-2 teaspoons on the veggies.

Thoroughly mix veggies and spice paste and pack tightly into a clean quart jar (best use a wide-mouth jar for this). Press down until brine rises. If needed, add some of the reserved soaking brine. Weight down with a brine-filled bag, cover with cloth, and leave to ferment on the counter. Check daily that the veggies are still covered with liquid, and taste. After about a week, the flavor will develop (before that, it could taste and smell pretty funky). Like with kraut, if scum forms, remove it as best you can, but don’t worry about it. When you taste the good flavor, move it to the refrigerator.

Mexican pineapple vinegar:  Use ONLY organic pineapples for this, as you use the skin. Peel the pineapple – save the peelings for this recipe, and eat the pineapple (pineapple makes a good fruit kimchi ingredient). Dissolve ¼ cup sugar in 1 quart of water. Coarsely chop and add the pineapple peel. Cover with a cloth and leave to ferment at room temperature. When the liquid darkens (about a week), strain out the pineapple peels. KEEP THE LIQUID, and throw away the peels. Put the liquid back in the jar, and ferment the liquid for an additional 2-3 weeks, stirring periodically. When ready, cover with a lid and store in your cabinet with your other vinegars. Optional: Use other fruit scraps for variation. You can also use honey instead of sugar, but it takes longer.
Kombucha: Though not vegetable or fruit-based, this beverage is a cultured ferment. Kombucha requires a ‘mother’ aka ‘scoby’ (symbiotic culture of bacteria and yeast). Since each time you make kombucha the mother reproduces itself, you can usually find someone with extra ‘mothers’ to get you started. Kombucha uses sugar as its nutrient. When finished, the sugar is used up and the drink is tangy. Use organic ingredients whenever possible.

Mix 1 quart water with ¼ cup sugar, stir to dissolve and bring to a boil. Turn off the heat, add 2 teabags black or green tea, cover and let steep about 15 minutes. Strain the tea into a glass container with a very wide mouth – the kombucha needs lots of surface area to develop well. Let the tea cool completely down.

Add a mother, smooth opaque side up, and about 1/2 cup of the liquid it came in. The liquid ensures proper acidity for the culture. Cover with a clean cloth and keep in a warm location (ideally between 70°F and 85°F). Do not disturb the culture. After a few days to a couple of weeks (depending on temperature), you will notice a skin forming on the surface. This is a new mother forming. Taste the liquid periodically by gently inserting a clean straw alongside the edge of the glass to sample a small amount. It will taste less sweet as time goes by. The longer it sits, the more acidic it will become. Once it reaches an acidity that you like, remove the mothers (now you have the original and a new one on top). Reserve a cup of the liquid to store one mother in a closed jar. Start a new batch with the other mother (it doesn’t matter which one you use). Store your finished kombucha in the refrigerator. Mothers keep very well for a long time at room temperature. ATTENTION: If you see mold (fuzzy growth, usually raised circles dark in color) growing on TOP of your kombucha mother, throw the whole thing out and start over. This shouldn’t happen if you start with clean jars and cover cloth. (Funny looking stringy stuff dangling down from the mother into the liquid is part of the culture and is ok.). I located a 3 quart glass cookie jar container with straight sides and I make 3X the recipe. It takes a little longer for the kombucha, but then I have more to drink while waiting for the new batch.
Dehydrating:

What to dehydrate: Tomatoes, peppers, herbs and fruit are easiest for beginners. You can also experiment with other vegetables, but they often require blanching first. Expect your final dried yield to be about 10%-15% of the original weight of the fruit.
How to dehydrate: 
Tomatoes, peppers & fruit – wash and trim off bad parts. Cut into ¼” or thicker slices (they’ll shrink way down), or into strips or cubes at least ¼” thick. Arrange on dryer tray so that edges almost touch. You can mix and match items on a tray.

Start at 135°F. Check after several hours – if you see uneven drying, swap position of the trays. Continue at 125°F-130°F, checking every few hours, until items are at desired dryness. Lightly dehydrated foods will still be soft and pliable, though dry (not squishy). Fully dehydrated foods will be brittle and crispy. (See below “How long does it keep?” for more information on how to store.)

Herbs: Brush off and remove any bad leaves and spots (don’t wash). Arrange herbs on dryer tray so that edges almost touch. Start at 120°F and drop to 110°F after an hour or two. Check often – herbs dry fast! and remove when thoroughly dry and brittle. Store whole or crush as desired.
You can use lower temperatures for your dehydration. Every model works a little differently. Experiment with lowering temperatures – but not below 95°F (and here with our high humidity and hot summers I recommend using at least 10 degrees higher temperatures or your product won’t dry well and is liable to spoil before it’s dried.)
Pickling: 

Pickling (except for brine pickles, which are a fermented product) uses vinegar and may additionally use sugar. There are quick ‘refrigerator pickles’ and fully processed, shelf-stable pickles. Pickles can be whole, ‘spears’, slices, or chopped (relish).
What to pickle:  Most common are cucumbers, yellow squash, green and yellow wax beans, watermelon rind, peppers. Beets and sour fruits (such as bilimbi and sour carambolas) can also be pickled, often as a sweet (‘bread and butter’) pickle.

How to pickle:
I prefer brined ferments, but you can also make brined pickles that use both brine and vinegar. These are typically used for cucumbers. The cucumbers are cut as desired and processed similarly to the ferments, except that vinegar is also added. After the pickles are ready (in 1-3 weeks), they are packed into jars, covered with boiling brine, and processed for 15 minutes (see below).
Fresh-pack pickles: Start water boiling in a deep pot (deep enough to submerge filled jars 1”-2” below water surface. Wash, trim and cut the veggies or fruit in desired shapes. Arrange tightly-packed in clean, wide-mouth jars.  In another pot, bring pickling solution (vinegar, water, salt, spices, sugar if required according to recipe) to a boil, pour into the filled jars, wipe top edge and put lids on. Screw bands tightly, place jars in the boiling water and process for 5 minutes (start counting as soon as the water returns to a boil). Remove jars, tighten bands again and place jars on a folded towel to cool.
Relishes & chutneys (also see Preserves): Start water boiling for jars (as above). Wash, trim and chop veggies, put all ingredients in a pan. Bring to a boil and cook until slightly thickened. Pack hot relish into clean hot jars to within ½” of the top. Adjust lids and process in boiling water for 5 minutes (as above).

Preserves: 
Jams, preserves, butters, jellies and chutneys are typically sweet and fruit-based (this includes tomatoes and peppers, technically fruit). Jellies are made from the fruit juices after straining out the fibrous parts. Jams use the entire fruit, but are generally cooked until mushy. Butters are further cooked or strained to a smooth consistency. Preserves & chutneys keep larger chunks of the fruit intact. Chutneys also have vinegar and spices, for a sweet/sour/spicy combination, and often include nuts and raisins (or dried cranberries).

Preserves do not require pressure canning, as the sugar, combined with the natural acids of the fruit, keeps the product from spoiling readily. Sugar-free preserves must be processed in a boiling water bath to ensure the jars are properly sealed, or stored in the refrigerator and used promptly.
To ‘jell’ properly, fruit must have sufficient pectin. This is a natural substance which most fruit have, especially when unripe. Some fruit do not have sufficient pectin to jell on their own, and you must either add pectin or combine it with a fruit that is high in pectin, such as apples.

What to preserve: Just about any fruit, including tomatoes (yes, it’s a fruit).

How to preserve: 
Sterilize your jars and lids by putting them in a large pot with enough water to completely cover. Bring to a boil, boil for 10 minutes, then turn off the pot. Leave the jars in the hot water.

Wash, trim and cut fruit into small chunks if needed. Use a deep pot (to contain ‘spitting’ of hot preserves). Put fruit & sugar into the pan in accordance with the recipe (I usually cut the sugar by anywhere by ¼ to ½ of the original amount, as I like my preserves less sweet). Add pectin if required and any other ingredients (spices, vinegar, etc). Bring to a boil, stirring constantly, and keep stirring until the preserves are sufficiently thick to pass the ‘sheet test’. (Using a metal spoon, scoop up a spoonful, wait about 15 seconds, then tilt the spoon sideways to let the preserves fall off. If they form two drops which merge together to ‘sheet’ off, as opposed to dripping loosely, then they are ready to jar.) The whole process may take several hours, depending on how juicy the fruit was at the start.
Remove jars from hot water and drain well. Don’t let the jars cool down too much, or they might crack when you pour the hot preserve into them. Put a wide-mouth funnel into the jar and, using a soup ladle, fill the jar to ½” below the lip. Carefully remove the funnel and wipe any drips off the top edge of the jar with a clean paper towel. Immediately put on the lid and screw down the band tightly. Leave undisturbed for 24 hours. You will hear lids ‘pop’ – that’s caused by the vacuum forming as the trapped air cools. Test your lids the next day by pressing down. Any that give are not fully sealed and must be immediately refrigerated. They should be used right away. To properly store sealed jars, remove the band (or keep on but very loose). Bands and Mason jars are reusable, but you must use a new lid each time you make preserves.
Canning: Canning of non-acid foods and meats requires the use of a pressure cooker/canner. Most folks nowadays do not have one. They can be ordered online, and with good care will last a lifetime. The USDA and Ball Corporation have excellent publications detailing canning procedures. There are numerous sources online, with great pictures illustrating all the steps.
How long does it keep?
Frozen items will keep several months & up to a year if your freezer maintains 0°F or below. Many refrigerator freezers will run warmer – this will shorten storage life to 2-6 months.

Brines & ferments will keep well for 1 to several weeks after initial pickling when stored in the refrigerator. Results vary depending on the item and from one batch to the next, so check them often.

Dehydrated foods, if kept in airtight container away from moisture, can keep indefinitely. In South Florida’s humid climate, all dehydrated foods are best stored double or triple bagged (all air excluded) in the refrigerator, especially once opened. Thoroughly dehydrated foods (brittle, crunchy) keep longest. Lightly dehydrated foods still contain moisture and can grow mold, so check often. Dried herbs are best packaged in multiple bags of small quantities, to keep unopened ones fresh – best stored in the freezer or in a dark cool place.
Canned foods and preserves can keep for years in a cool pantry. Once opened, they must be refrigerated.

Resources:
Wild Fermentation by Sandor Katz .   His website, www.wildfermentation.com is useful, with some recipes and trouble shooting. For support (though not a super-active group): http://health.groups.yahoo.com/group/Microbial_Nutrition/
Nourishing Traditions by Sally Fallon and Mary Enig.   There is much on the www.westonaprice.org website as well.

National Center for Home Food Preservation http://www.uga.edu/nchfp is a comprehensive resource with online USDA publications containing detailed guidelines and instructions on canning, drying, freezing, curing, smoking, fermenting, pickling, and making preserves, jams and jellies.

The Ball Blue Book (Ball Complete Book of Home Preserving) has been the canning ‘bible’ guide for over 100 years.

The Big Book of Preserving the Harvest by Carol Costenbader.
Complete Guide to Home Canning and Preserving by US Department of Agriculture.


Information on Dairy and other cultures (sourdough, kefir, yougurt, buttermilk, etc),
Kefir making (and more):  Dom's kefir site--all anyone needs!  http://users.sa.chariot.net.au/~dna/kefirpage.html

Kombucha:  Troubleshooting   http://www.geocities.com/kombucha_balance/
Support group (very active): http://tinyurl.com/66x4rg

Cultures:  http://www.fermentedtreasures.com/index.html
                      http://www.gemcultures.com/
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