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INTRODUCTION

Keeping house is an art, a science—and a tradition. But housekeeping today is getting more complex and more controversial despite technology that is designed to make life easier. As consumers, we confront daily decisions concerning the products we use (or avoid) in the home. Our store shelves are stocked with commercial cleaners that could pose serious health risks. Our grocery stores boast aisles of prepared foods designed to take the cooking out of mealtime. In general, the modern way of housekeeping is focused on instant gratification, less labor—just getting it done. The joy of creating a healthy hearth seems to be lost. We at BackHome magazine think it’s time to return to our roots and keep life simple. It’s time to revisit age-old, effective, low-cost ways to clean the home, prepare food, entertain friends and family, garden and preserve produce, celebrate holidays, and organize our homes and lives. We can save a significant amount of money by going back to the basics, and in turn, we’ll reduce our environmental impact.
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The concept of sustainability that has developed so much groundswell in recent years is not a brand-new idea. In the country, we have always found ways to maximize the useful life of our resources, reduce our reliance on energy, and become more self-reliant. And today, we continue to find ways to reuse, replenish, reinvent—to do more with less, to live richer by spending little. Sound impossible? Actually, generations of country dwellers and our contributors at BackHome share just how easy it can be to live a self-reliant, budget-friendly lifestyle. The ultimate reward: greater independence! When you cut more clutter and cost out of life, you find room to really live.

This book is chock-full of how-to projects, recipes, and instructions for living a simpler, cleaner life. (Your wallet will thank you for it.) Our seasoned veterans provide practical, doable ideas you’ll want to try. It’s time to get back to tradition of keeping house, appreciate the art, and recognize proven, old-fashioned science that is safe, effective...and fun!

Now, it’s time to get your hands dirty! (And we bet you’ll find a new hobby in these pages while you’re at it.) Let’s get back to the basics and focus on what’s important. That is the objective of this book. Now it’s up to you to press “reset” in your own home and live a simpler, more fulfilling life. We’re eager to help you on that journey.

Sincerely,

The editors and contributors of BackHome
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CHAPTER 1




KITCHEN AND PANTRY
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The kitchen is the heart of the home. It’s the hub of activity, where we cook, dine, socialize, work—it’s where everyone gathers. We want that area to be clean, well organized, and free of contamination and health risks. This chapter contains the basics: toxin-free cleaning, smart space-saving organization, and tips on tools and utensils. Here, you’ll discover a world of money- (and energy-) saving ideas.
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Avoid Toxins in Home Cleaners


Cost savings

About $25 saved by not having to purchase many cleaning, laundering, and toiletry items

Benefits

Improved indoor air quality



BackHome contributor Shawn Dell Joyce brings in-depth focus to issues that connect us with our environment. Here, she hits home with a discussion of healthy, cost-effective household cleaner alternatives.

Ever notice how most cleaning products do not have ingredient lists? These common products are not required by law to list what’s inside, even though some might contain chemicals that can harm you and the environment. In fact, of the 80,000 chemical compounds currently used in commercial cleaning products, only one-half percent have been tested for cancer-causing ingredients, according to Naturally Clean author Jeffrey Hollender.

We breathe these chemicals while we clean, drink them in polluted water, and absorb them through our skin. (Kind of scary, isn’t it?) The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) estimates that we are exposed to air pollutants two to five times more indoors than outdoors. This is mainly because these pollutants are concentrated when we use them indoors with little ventilation.
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To protect yourself and your indoor air quality, phase out household cleaning products containing any of the ingredients listed in Common Household Toxins on page 11.

Before we became so reliant on chemistry, we used to clean our homes with natural cleansers. Try restocking your cleaning cabinet with these natural and nontoxic alternatives:

• Pure vegetable or castile soap can replace shampoo, hand soap, and dish detergent.

• Vinegar cuts grease and removes mildew, is a brick/stone cleaner, and cleans windows without streaking. Drizzle it on top of a little baking soda to scour a toilet or clean a dirty bathtub.

• Baking soda (sodium bicarbonate) is a gentle abrasive powder for stovetops and shiny surfaces. It will extinguish a grease fire, deodorize your home, and can be used as toothpaste and deodorant.

• Borax is a mineral that can inhibit mildew, remove stains, work with soap as a laundry detergent, and be mixed with sugar to kill cockroaches.

• Cornstarch makes an excellent window cleaner or furniture polish when diluted with water. In its powder form, use it to shampoo carpets and starch clothes.

• Washing soda is a heavy-duty cleaner for burned pans, grills, and ovens.

Here are a few recipes with which to replace common household cleaners with inexpensive nontoxic alternatives.

• All-purpose cleaner: Dissolve 4 tablespoons (55 g) of baking soda in 1 quart (946 ml) of warm water.

• Spray disinfectant: Fill an empty spray bottle halfway with isopropyl alcohol and fill it up with water.

• Drain cleaner: Pour 1/2 cup of baking soda (110 g) down the drain followed by 1/2 cup (120 ml) of vinegar. Do not try this if you have already used a commercial drain opener, because the fumes would be toxic.

• Window cleaner: Refill a spray bottle with equal parts of vinegar and water. Add cornstarch for stubborn dirt, and use newspapers to clean the windows. Avoid cleaning windows on a sunny day so they won’t streak.

[image: Image] DID YOU KNOW?

The leading cause of in-home air pollution is (surprise!) the dishwasher. That convenient, labor-saving device is actually the most toxic appliance in your home. Researchers at the EPA and the University of Texas documented through 30 experiments that the super-heated water in dishwashers can cause chloroform, radioactive radon, and other pollutants to become airborne in your home. Dishwashers vent about 1-1/2 gallons (6 L) of air per minute into your home during the wash cycle. They continuously release waterborne toxins into your air, sometimes in one huge burst of contaminated steam if you open the door too early.

• Use chlorine-free, phosphate-free dishwashing soap.

• Ventilate your kitchen while the dishwasher is running by opening a window.

• Select the “no-heat dry” option on your dishwasher if it’s available; if it’s not, keep your dishwasher sealed shut for at least an hour after it has finished.


Common Household Toxins

Clean your home and the environment by avoiding these common household toxins:

ETHOXYLATED NONYL PHENOLS (NPES) are classified by the Environmental Protection Agency as an “inert of toxicological concern.” NPEs induce female characteristics in male fish, according to a 1996 study in the Journal of Pesticide Reform; and NPEs can cause an increase in breast cancer cells and reduce fertility in women. You find NPEs in pesticides such as Vinyzene and Nytek, and wood preservatives such as Socci and Cunilate. It may also be found in industrial cleaners and laundry detergents. Europe has banned products containing NPEs, but they are still in use in the United States.

METHYLENE CHLORIDE can be found in paint strippers and polyurethane foam. But it is most commonly used as a fumigant for strawberries, and most visible in those bubbling Christmas lights as bubbly red liquid. Methylene chloride is listed as a possible human carcinogen by the International Agency for Research on Cancer because it is metabolized in the body to form carbon monoxide.

NAPHTHALENE is often used in mothballs and moth crystals. Naphthalene is listed by California’s Office of Environmental Health Hazards Assessment as a substance “known to the state to cause cancer.”

SILICA is made from finely ground quartz, making it a carcinogenic breathing hazard. Silica is found in some abrasive cleansers and scrubbing powders.

TOLUENE is used as a solvent in numerous products, including paints. It is also sold as the pure product and is listed by California’s Office of Environmental Health Hazard Assessment as a reproductive toxin that may cause harm to the developing fetus. Pregnant women should avoid products containing toluene.

TRISODIUM NITRILOTRIACETATE (NTA) is listed as a possible human carcinogen by the International Agency for Research on Cancer. It can sometimes be found in laundry detergents. NTA impedes the elimination of metals in wastewater treatment plants. This can cause metals that have already settled out to be brought back into the liquid waste stream.

XYLENE is another extremely toxic ingredient that can be found in graffiti and scuff removers, spray paints, and some adhesives. It is a suspected reproductive toxin that has shown reproductive harm in laboratory experiments, making it unsafe for pregnant women. It can also cause memory loss with repeated exposure.

BLEACH (SODIUM HYPOCHLORITE) is a common household cleaner that can be found in most commercial cleaning products. When bleach is mixed with a toilet bowl cleaner, it reacts to form deadly chlorine gas. When mixed with ammonia, it creates chloramine gas, which is toxic. In the marine environment, bleach bonds with organic material to form organochlorines, toxic compounds that can persist in the environment.

PHOSPHATES have been eliminated from most laundry products, but still persist in dishwashing detergents. Some soaps may contain 20 percent phosphates with high levels of bleach as well. Phosphates cause algae blooms that deprive aquatic species of the oxygen they need, choking rivers and lakes.

2-BUTOXYETHANOL, also known as ETHYLENE GLYCOL BUTYL ETHER, is used as a solvent in carpet and specialty cleaners. It can be inhaled when sprayed, or absorbed through the skin, and may cause blood disorders, as well as liver and kidney damage. According to the New Jersey Department of Health and Senior Services, it may also cause reproductive damage after long-term exposure.



Be a Kitchen Sink Alchemist and Save a Bundle


Cost savings

Between $3.99 and $18, depending on the product you’re replacing

Benefits

Natural, nontoxic, and inexpensive substitutes for common household products



Chemicals that are usual suspects in today’s commercial household cleaning products today didn’t exist in “the olden days,” and they got along just fine without them. The basic ingredients were mostly natural with no petroleum-derived synthetics or artificial additives—and they’re still available today. So, let’s take a look at how a little kitchen sink alchemy can still go a long way.

PAINT STRIPPER

This is an inexpensive and reasonably effective stripping solution for paint that uses washing soda (sodium carbonate) as the prime ingredient. Washing soda, also known as soda ash, is fairly alkaline, so protect your hands with rubber gloves when using it. The mixture is simple:

• Make a paste of the soda powder and slather it onto the surface to be treated with a rag or a broad putty knife.

• Keep the paste moist by spraying (not soaking) it over the course of 8 hours or so.

• Peel off the bubbled-up paint skin with a scraper. You do not want to leave the caustic soda in the wood grain, so it can be neutralized with a weak solution of white vinegar and water, mixed in a blend of 20 percent vinegar, 80 percent water.

• Allow the wood to dry completely after rinsing.

WOOD INSECT TREATMENT

Borax is a natural insect repellent and is blended with cellulose fibers to make an insulation that is insect and fire resistant. Boric acid, a constituent of borax, is an antiseptic powder with similar repellent qualities. Mix it with water to the consistency of a thin paste, and paint it on to wood surfaces to prevent bug infestation from household pests such as ants and roaches.

ASPHALT AND TAR REMOVER

Remove asphalt and tar spots from bicycles, car panels, shoe soles, and other surfaces with a mixture of white distilled vinegar and raw linseed oil.

• Place a few drops of linseed oil into 4 ounces (120 ml) of white vinegar and stir.

• Apply with a cloth and rub; then dry with a clean cloth.

• You can substitute glycerin for the linseed oil for cleaning.

LIME WHITEWASH

Whitewash historically was an inexpensive substitute for paint. It’s still inexpensive and offers a nostalgic look to fences, outbuildings, walls, breezeways, signs, and even craft pieces. Its main constituent is mason’s lime, the hydrated or slaked lime (calcium hydroxide) also known as Type S used by traditional brick masons. (The agricultural lime we use in the garden has not gone through the heating and soaking process to make it “slaked,” and is not an acceptable substitute.) The beauty of whitewash is that it allows the wood beneath to breathe, plus it has natural insect-repellent qualities. Here are some pointers when using whitewash:

• Mason’s lime comes in 50-pound (22.7 kg) bags, so unless you have a lot of area to cover and helpers to do it, you’ll have to split the ingredients into more manageable lots.

• Fifty pounds (22.7 kg) of mason’s lime requires about 6 gallons (22.7 liters) of clean water (preferably rainwater or soft well water, without chlorine) to bring it to a pasty consistency; mix it with a hoe in a tub or wheelbarrow.

• Apply the mixture with a broad stiff brush; it will dry leaving a rough texture. For a longer-lasting, more water-resistant coating, add 1-1/2 cups (255 ml) of boiled linseed oil. For smaller lots, reduce the ingredients proportionally.

Save on Space with a Pantry Door Storage Unit


Cost savings

Between $18 and $27 in building rather than buying a storage shelf

Benefits

Gaining extra storage space in a convenient location



Kitchens and pantries are notoriously short of storage space no matter how big they are. But one handy storage spot that’s usually wasted on bulky brooms and aprons is the inside surface of a pantry door. It’s convenient, out of the way, and perfect for holding the jars and cans that tend to get lost in the back of larger cabinets.

You can construct a simple set of case shelves that you can fasten to the door to hold everything from canned goods and spice jars to plastic wrap and aluminum foil. It’s nothing more than an 18 × 32-inch (46 × 81 cm) box, 5-1/2 inches (14 cm) deep, with four shelves and stays at the front of each to keep the goods from tumbling out when the door is opened or closed. You can make the whole case from 1 × 6 shelf board.


MATERIALS


• 1 × 6 shelf board (5-1/2 inches [14 cm] wide)—refer to cutting instructions steps 1 and 2

• (3) dowel rods

• (3) 3/8-inch (9 mm) dowel stays

• Wood glue

• Carpenter’s saw (with dado blade)

• Drill and 3/8-inch (9 mm) bit

• Sandpaper (fine grit)

• Wood stain or Polyurethane blended stain






STEPS


STEP 1: PREPARE THE WOOD PIECES:

1. From the shelf stock, cut two 3/4 × 5 1/2 × 32-inch (1.9 × 14 × 81 cm) boards

2. Also cut five 3/4 × 5-1/2 × 17-1/2-inch (1.9 × 14 × 44 cm) boards

Beginning at one end of each 32-inch (81 cm) board, measure and mark line perpendicular to the long edges of the boards at these three points: 9-1/2 inches, 19 inches, and 251/2 inches (24, 48, and 65 cm).

4. Continue by marking a line 3/4 inch (1.9 cm) from each end of the boards

5. Measure and mark holes for the three dowel stays. These are 1-1/2 inches (3.8 cm) above the marked lines set back from the front edge by 3/4 inch (1.9 cm).





MAKE YOUR CUTS

1. Adjust the height of the saw blade to 1/4 inch (6 mm) and make the four end rabbit cuts at the marked points. It’s best if you use a dado blade to remove the wood full-width all at once, but you can make a series of cuts with a single blade if necessary.

2. Go back and finish the four dado cuts on the sides, in each case cutting to the short side of the mark so as not to remove too much wood.

3. Use a 3/8-inch (9 mm) bit to drill the dowel holes at the six marked points. These should do not penetrate the sides, but should stop at a depth of 3/8 inch (9 mm).

4. Sand the wooden components lightly, then cut three dowels to 17 inches (43 cm) in length.

ASSEMBLE THE CASE

1. Spread a layer of wood glue onto the edges of the top and bottom boards and the three shelves.

Fit the five pieces into their respective slots in the side boards. At the same time, you’ll need to slip the ends of the 3/8-inch (9 mm) dowels, which are not glued, into their sockets. (It would help to enlist some assistance at this point.) Set the case on a flat work surface and the corners checked for square before clamping the case for drying.

FINISH THE SHELF UNIT

1. After the glue has cured (12 to 24 hours), tack or staple the back panel in place after centering it over the opening.

2. Sand the entire case with a fine grit paper, rounding off the sharp facing edges of each board.

3. Finish inside and out with wood stain or polyurethane blended stain. The unit can be fastened to the inside of the door with a few wood screws at the top and bottom of the case.

Make Your Own Nontoxic Odd-Job Kitchen Cleaners


Cost savings

Between $2.40 and $12, depending on the product

Benefits

Safe and nontoxic cleaning for the kitchen



Even clean kitchens get dirty fast, maybe because they see a lot of traffic. Still, when it comes to sprucing up, the kitchen is a showcase of a lot of different materials—metals, porcelain, wood, Formica, tile, perhaps some marble or soapstone, or maybe acrylic polymer compounds such as Corian. Each has its own requirements when it comes time to clean, but once again, common household ingredients come to the rescue.

COUNTER TILE

Clean porcelain tile with a half-and-half mixture of white distilled vinegar and water. Spray the mixture from a bottle or wipe it on the surface with a cotton cloth. To remove grime and stains from grout, make a paste from baking soda and a few drops of water and scrub grout with a toothbrush. Borax can be substituted for baking soda for tough jobs.

FORMICA

Formica surfaces and countertops respond well to a blend of baking soda and castile soap, or a mild dish soap. You don’t need to make too much at one time; 1/4 cup (55 g) of baking soda mixed with enough soap to make a light paste will go a long way.

PORCELAIN ENAMEL

This treatment works well on porcelain enamel, found on appliance surfaces, sink fixtures, and cookware. White distilled vinegar is antifungal and a disinfectant, and will brighten up dulled porcelain. Mix 1 part vinegar to 4 parts water, and wipe it on with a clean cloth. Allow it to work for a few minutes, then wipe it off with a wet cloth.

KITCHEN WOOD

Clean grease from cabinets with a lemon juice/castile soap formula. Mix 1/3 cup (+80 ml) of lemon juice with 1/4 cup (+60 ml) of water, and add 1/2 teaspoon (2.5 ml) of liquid soap. A small amount of extra-virgin olive oil can be added for lubrication. Apply with a damp sponge and let dry (do not wipe off). The lemon leaves a pleasing scent.

ACRYLIC POLYMERS

Use a gentle cleaner on countertops made of Corian and similar manufactured solid surfaces (except for products made by DuPont). Mix a few drops of liquid dish soap, 1 tablespoon (15 ml) of white vinegar or lemon juice, and 1 pint (473 ml) of warm water to make a mild cleaning solution that can be safely wiped on to get rid of soil and everyday stains. Do not wipe off.

SOAPSTONE

Soapstone, or steatite, is treated with mineral oil to give the surface a pleasing dark patina. Avoid using strong chemicals on these counter surfaces, including household ammonia. Instead, use a mild liquid soap (or a scented castile soap) and water. Do not use acetic solutions such as white vinegar or lemon juice, as they can corrode the stone particles.

MARBLE

Marble boards and surfaces are harder than soapstone, so a mild cleaner such as borax can be used without damaging the surface. Moisten a soft cotton cloth with warm water and dip it into the powder, then rub it on. Wipe with warm water afterward. Never put vinegar or lemon juice treatments on marble; they will react with the calcium carbonate and can etch the surface.

ALUMINUM, STAINLESS, AND COPPER

For safe and simple cleaning, blend of 1/4 cup (60 ml) of white distilled vinegar and 3/4 cup (175 ml) of water. The mixture is a perfect disinfectant and degreasing solution for most kitchen metals, even copper. Avoid baking soda because it can pit aluminum.

VINYL FLOORING

Vinyl is easy to clean because it is resistant to so much. In 1 gallon (3.79 L) of warm water, mix 1 ounce (28 ml) of castile soap and 1 ounce (28 ml) of white distilled vinegar. Choose a scented castile soap for a pleasant scent (the vinegar odor will subside). Use a sponge mop to wipe the floor surface, and allow it to air-dry.

Clean Your Appliances Naturally


Cost savings

About $1 to $5.50 per treatment, depending on the appliance

Benefits

Natural and nontoxic, chemical-free cleaning



Heat, steam, cooking odors, and perishable foods are bound to leave their mark on the kitchen, and especially on appliances. These tips for cleaning appliances will help your wallet and the environment.

STOVETOPS AND OVENS

Range burner pans and stovetops are often the victims of spills and boilovers. It’s usually not practical to deal with such messes right away, but as soon as possible, wipe up the spill with a damp sponge dipped in baking soda. For sauces and oily spills, using sprinkled cornstarch in lieu of baking soda works well because of the absorbent qualities of cornstarch. The soiled paste can be wiped away easily once it has soaked up the spill.

Clean oven racks and drip pans outside the appliance, in the sink or a large tub. Baking soda and table salt, along with soap and water, work well on enameled pieces; the racks may need a steel pad if they are particularly soiled. Clean the oven interior with a layer of baking soda powder moistened with a water spray. Leave the paste on these surfaces for 8 hours or more, then wipe away with a moist cloth, using a plastic scraper if needed. Rinse thoroughly before using the oven. For stubborn stains, blend a mixture of 1 part borax with 2 parts baking soda—the alkalinity will help lift soil.

TOASTER OVENS AND TOASTERS

These small appliances have more exposed circuitry than other types of kitchen equipment, so it’s important they not be doused with liquid when cleaning. Always unplug your toaster before cleaning it. With oven-style toasters, remove the racks and steel pan(s) and clean them in the sink using soap and water. For more stubborn stains, sprinkle baking soda on a cleaning sponge. There may be a cleanout door at the bottom, which you can open over the sink to remove crumbs. With conventional toasters, turn the apparatus upside down and shake out the debris. Clean the outside of the cabinet with soap and water, or for tougher stains, mix 1 part white distilled vinegar with 1 part water. The glass door on the oven will shine up with vinegar as well.

REFRIGERATORS

A large part of effective refrigerator operation is in removing moisture, which aids in efficient cooling. In order to remove moisture, air must circulate through the interior, which provides a perfect opportunity for the odors of stale and spoiled foods to permeate the chamber. It is easiest to clean a refrigerator when there’s no food in it, so you should have a cooler ready to hold the contents while you’re cleaning. Cleaning doesn’t take much—a sponge and 1 gallon (about 3.8 L) of warm soapy water with 1 cup (about 220 g) of baking soda will do the trick. (If there are any aluminum parts inside, forgo the baking soda or the metal may pit. Also avoid soaking interior lighting fixtures and controls.)

Use this formula for the entire refrigerator interior, including shelves and bins. The same soap and water can be used on the outside cabinet and the handle. Sticky handles will come clean with a white vinegar/water solution.

COFFEEMAKERS

Store-bought products marketed to clean coffeemakers are generally acidic and toxic if ingested. The same goes for the bathroom rust and lime removers labeled for use as coffeepot cleaners. In most cases, straight white vinegar does an excellent job of removing scale and stains from the internal surfaces and parts of coffeemakers; the only requirement is that it be given time to work, generally a few hours. Percolators and automatic drip machines can be run through a cycle with white vinegar to clean them. Try using a bottle brush to scrub stubborn stains. Rinse with water after cleaning.

DISHWASHERS

Most problems with automatic dishwashers occur from residual odors. The easiest way to resolve this problem is to run an unloaded cycle with 1 cup (about 220 g) of baking soda or borax (no soap). It will freshen the tub and racks and soften the cleaning water so the machine will work more effectively.

MICROWAVES

Mild soap and water is all you need to clean the outside cabinet of a microwave. Mix 1 part white vinegar to 3 parts water to clean the door. Take out the glass or plastic food tray at the bottom and clean it separately in the sink with soap and water. The tougher cleaning problems arise inside, where splattered foods get cooked onto side and top panels. To preclean, place a bowl of water in the microwave and set on high for 3 to 5 minutes, until steam forms. This will loosen up splattered food stains. For tougher spots, use a mild soap and baking soda paste, using a plastic scraper if necessary.

BLENDERS AND FOOD PROCESSORS

The beauty of these small appliances is that they can often be cleaned effectively simply by adding soapy water and turning them on for a few moments. If individual blades or paddles need cleaning, carefully remove them from the tub (if they are removable; in blenders they may not be) and try a vinegar wash followed by water rinse. Allow parts to dry before storing the machine.

Simple Solutions for Shining Silver


Cost savings

Silver polish is fairly inexpensive, costing less than $10, but you can pocket that money by using products you already have at home to clean silver.

Benefits

A safe alternative to commercial silver polish that effectively removes tarnish.



Rather than rubbing fine silver with noxious polish, shine up your special utensils with a household basic: toothpaste. Simply dab some paste on your finger or use a clean cloth, and rub into tarnish.

Polish platters and larger silver pieces with baking soda and a clean, damp sponge. Make a paste of baking soda and water, and rub the concoction in to the silver. (It is nonabrasive but will work away tarnish.) Rinse with hot water and polish with a cloth.

Make Your Own All-Purpose Surface Wipes


Cost savings

Up to $10/month on wipes; or up to $120 per year, depending on frequency of use

Benefits

Clean surfaces with all-natural solutions and reduce waste with reusable cloths.



The ease of commercial cleaning wipes is hard to beat—but the price of disposable wipes designed to swipe away kitchen and bath grime can really clean out your wallet. Considering how many of these wipes you might use in a week, you can save money and the environment by making your own nontoxic, reusable wipes that do the same job. You’ll reduce waste and ensure that the solutions that touch your home’s surfaces are safe. (Doesn’t it make sense to use edible substances on surfaces you use for eating and cooking?)

Once you get in the habit of making your own cleansing wipes, the process will take you less time (while using no fuel) than hauling to the store to buy more cleaning wipes.


MATERIALS

• Container (plastic container with a “pop” lid; or reuse a cleaning wipes container)

• A package (or more) of reusable cloth wipes

• Distilled white vinegar

• Water




STEPS

• Mix the cleaning solution. You can adapt this recipe to make cleansers for various purposes (such as glass cleaner). This mixture is an all-purpose surface cleanser using a 1:2 mix of vinegar and water.

• Prepare the cloths. Fold and soak the reusable cloths in the vinegar-water mixture.

• Package the wipes. Keep the wipes moist by placing them in a container. A plastic (BPA-free) container with a pop-out top provides easy access. Or simply use a saved container from the disposable wipes that you no longer have to buy now that you can make your own!



Freshen Garbage Pails and Disposals


Cost savings

Minimal, but you can rely on ingredients you already stock in your kitchen.

Benefits

Prevent kitchen odor and bacteria growth in trash containers; and avoid using chemical cleaners in the cooking environment.



Prevent garbage pail stench with a quick and easy deodorizing solution that can be adapted to freshen a garbage disposal. All you need is baking soda, salt, mild dishwasher detergent, and water. (If you have extra citrus peels, save those, too.)

SWEETEN REFUSE CONTAINERS.

Every time you empty your garbage container, sprinkle some baking soda in the bottom of the pail. Periodically wash and deodorize the can with baking soda and warm water.

DE-GUNK THE DISPOSAL.

Pour 1/4 cup each of salt, baking soda, and dishwasher detergent into the disposal. Flush with hot water while running the disposal. This mixture will remove buildup and neutralize odors. If you have citrus peels on hand, drop the rind down the disposal and turn it on while flushing with water. A fresh scent will linger, and the rind helps clean the “teeth” of the disposal.

Make Your Own Hand Sanitizer


Cost savings

You’ll spend about equal, but win by making a healthy alternative to drying commercial sanitizers.

Benefits

This moisturizing hand-sanitizer contains no alcohol like off-the-shelf varieties.



Pocket-size gel hand sanitizers are handy for on-the-go “cleanup,” but these formulas are drying, costly, and contain 60 to 90 percent alcohol. Why rub a formula on your hands that is potentially toxic before you eat? The risk elevates for mothers who carry sanitizers to clean children’s hands. The good news: you can make your own safe, affordable hand sanitizer.

Witch hazel, tea tree oil, and peppermint have antiseptic and astringent properties. They’re great germ killers. Aloe vera will prevent the skin from drying out—a welcome alternative to commercial sanitizers that leave hands parched.

Note: Even use of this all-natural solution should be limited to a few times daily for those with sensitive skin.


MATERIALS

• 1 cup (235 ml) pure aloe vera gel

• 1 to 2 teaspoons (15 to 28 ml) witch hazel

• 3 to 4 drops tea tree essential oil

• 3 to 4 drops peppermint essential oil




STEPS

STEP 1: Stir together ingredients. Measure the ingredients and stir together in a mixing bowl.

STEP 2: Adjust aloe vera content. To thicken the solution, add more aloe vera gel one teaspoon at a time.

STEP 3: Package the product. Travel-size toiletry bottles are ideal for toting this hand sanitizer. Save and clean empty bottles for reuse if you don’t want to invest in empty new ones (available at most drugstores).



Keep Pests Out of the Kitchen


Cost savings

The cost of any potential future pest control

Benefits

Handle pest control before it becomes necessary without harmful chemicals or dangerous traps.



Watching a roach travel across your kitchen floor, or a mouse scurry from the pantry where you store food will certainly make you lose your appetite. Who knows how many other pesky relatives are renting space in your cupboards—once you spot a critter, there are surely more of its kind close by. But how do you handle pests in a place where food is stored, prepared, and served? If we focus on using cleaning products that are virtually edible, the same care should be applied to how we treat pests.

You can control pests and prevent infestations while using an environmentally friendly tactic known in the pest control industry as integrated pest management (IPM). IPM is a sensitive approach to pest management that relies on a combination of common-sense practices. It involves managing pest damage by the most economical means using strategies that cause the least possible harm to humans and the environment.

Specifically, IPM involves these steps, and you can apply these methods to your kitchen pest-control approach.

Decide when to take action. A single pest sighting does not necessarily mean your kitchen is under siege by pests (spiders, ants, roaches, mice, you name it). Decide at what point the pests are a real threat. Then take action.

Monitor and identify pests. Assuming you’re not an entomologist, this part of IPM may require professional insight. But you can do IPM yourself by recognizing what pests need control, and which are harmless to your kitchen environment. (Some might argue that all pests are harmful in the kitchen—but that depends on the limits you set.)

Prevent pests from coming inside. IPM calls for managing outdoor spaces so pests do not become a threat indoors.

Control is your last resort. If pest control action is required, effective less risky pest controls are chosen first using targeted methods. In other words, don’t blanket treat your entire kitchen: Identify the problem spot, and treat that spot. (For specific pest control recipes, see page 111.)

IPM AT HOME

Translate IPM to the household—and specifically, the kitchen—by taking some simple steps to keep pests out of your cooking and food storage environment.

• Store food in sealed containers.

• Regularly remove garbage from the kitchen.

• Place garbage containing food scraps in tightly covered trash cans.

• Fix leaky plumbing.

• Do not allow water to accumulate on surfaces (floors, countertops, corners).

• Put away pet food at night.

• Control clutter: keep shelves neat and clean, and wipe them regularly.

• Caulk cracks and crevices around cabinets and baseboards.

Take a Fresh Look at Cast-Iron Cookware


Cost savings

Over a 40-year lifespan, cast-iron cookware can save about $500 in replacement costs over nonstick cookware

Benefits

Energy and water savings, healthy cooking



Not so long ago, cooks all over the landscape were abandoning their cast iron in favor of lighter, sleeker, more colorful cookware choices in the aluminum line—especially the slick-skinned Teflon-coated beauties that bypass the need for seasoning.

But that old stalwart, cast iron, seems to be getting a new lease on life these days. For one, preparing meals in cast iron is a healthy way to cook. Even food cooked in a well-seasoned iron pot or pan will absorb some degree of dietary iron, which is a necessary nutrient, especially for groups at higher risk of iron deficiency, such as children and women of childbearing age.

Cast iron is also energy-efficient if used properly, and, as it turns out, it is also more resource efficient than its counterparts. “Resource efficient” may sound like gibberish, but how many nonstick pans have you thrown away once the magic coating has scratched or worn through? (Using pans with damaged nonstick coating is not healthy.) Buying and replacing otherwise good pans every few years is environmentally irresponsible.

And speaking of resources, how much water do you use cleaning those nonstick pans? They’re not dishwasher safe, so they must be washed, soaked, and rinsed by hand. What’s more, they can’t be safely scrubbed with steel or nylon pads, so the universal solvent—water—is usually the solution we look to.

What about energy use? Well, that depends on how you cook, but the average person is likely to overheat cookware, believing that cooking faster equals cooking better. For some types of cooking—the thin-skinned wok comes to mind—this is okay because the heating period is brief and the vessel’s thin steel transfers heat effectively. However, cranking up the electric element or allowing a gas flame to lick out beyond the perimeter of a pan can not only damage a modern pot or pan, but it also wastes heat.

Cast iron, on the other hand, is a natural heat storage medium, and flame levels can be kept moderate (read energy-saving) and still get the cooking done. The wonderfully even heat dissipation imparted by a cast-iron Dutch oven or lidded pot is second to none, and with slower cooking times, those roasts, stews, and casseroles just simmer on low heat, with excellent through-cooking and very little moisture loss. (Searing meat requires higher heat, of course, but only for a brief period.) .

Care and maintenance of cast iron is almost legendary.

SEASONING IRONWARE

Wash new ironware in warm water with dish soap and dried with an old towel that you don’t mind staining. After drying completely, coat it inside and out with lard or unsalted vegetable shortening (do not use butter or margarine as they may contain salt). Place the cookware bottom up onto the top rack of a 300°F (150°C or gas mark 2) oven and put a cookie sheet or layer of foil beneath it to catch the drippings. Bake the ironware for 30 minutes, then turn off the heat and let the pan cool slowly in the oven until you can handle it comfortably. Wipe off any excess oil and store the pan in a dry location. Any lids and iron accessories should be seasoned in the same manner and kept dry as well.

It’s always a good idea to cook higher-fat foods or fry something like potatoes in oil the first few times after seasoning. Once the piece has been “broken in,” you can use it normally.

CLEANING IRONWARE

Wash the pan immediately after use, while it’s still warm, and allow it to dry thoroughly (a warm stovetop is perfect for this). There are a few “don’ts” with cleaning ironware:

• Never allow food or liquid sit in cast iron, and do not store food in iron vessels. High-acid foods will leach iron and eventually can pit the surfaces of the pan.

• Never pour cold water onto a hot iron vessel (it may crack).

• Never wash iron in a dishwasher or with detergent unless you plan to re-season it immediately.

• Be cautious when scraping out sticking food residue because you may remove the seasoning. Note, however, that scraping is far better than soaking, which shouldn’t be done.

• Properly seasoned and maintained, cast iron will more than rival your best nonstick cookware, and you’ll feel better using it as well.

Wok Your Way to Energy Savings


Cost savings

Several cents per meal in energy costs (it adds up!)

Benefits

Energy-saving, quick cooking that maintains foods’ nutritional value



Unless you’re already an Asian cooking buff, you may not realize what a valuable addition a traditional wok makes to your kitchen inventory. Despite its unwieldy size and peculiar bowl-like shape, the wok has several things going for it—things that you can get going for you if you take note.

FAST FOOD PREPARATION

Chinese cooks developed the thin-walled steel utensils so they’d heat up and cook very rapidly at high temperatures, thus conserving heat and energy. As a bonus, foods cooked this way lose less of their natural juices and absorb less oil in the process. Consider how a wok meal is cooked in a matter of moments. Over a month or year of cooking, the energy factor adds up.

CONSTRUCTED FOR EFFICIENCY

The traditional wok has a rounded bottom; departures from tradition only occurred when partly flat-bottomed versions were made to suit the heating elements of electric stoves. Either design is fine, but if you’re splitting hairs, stick with the round bottom and ring stand for gas cooking and flat-bottom designs for electric cooking, because heat will transfer more efficiently to the vessel if you do.

A traditional wok is made of thin carbon steel, which absorbs and transfers heat quickly. Ideally, the metal is thin—so thin that fussy Chinese citizens have been known to take their newly purchased woks home and hammer-forge them under flame to thin the metal more to their satisfaction. Woks are also available in cast iron and with nonstick coatings, which require special cooking utensils.

SIZED TO SAVE

In keeping with the wok’s energy-saving function, foods are cooked in the bottom of the pan and, when done, they are pushed up the sides—where temperatures are not as intense—to make room for the next ingredients to be cooked. This also provides the benefit of not having to use more than one cooking utensil if you’ve prepared well.

USING YOUR WOK

Woks are usually associated with stir-frying, but they can also be used for sautéing, stewing, steaming, or deep-frying, so it’s always a good idea to purchase a lid or cover for your wok when buying. One culinary habit you’ll have to adopt when stir-frying is to prepare everything beforehand, as there is no time for prepping once the cooking has commenced.

Typically, when stir-frying, a small amount of oil—usually less than a tablespoon—is placed in the bottom of the pan and spread to the sides with a wok ladle or round-tipped spatula. Oils with a high smoke point that won’t break down easily under heat and turn bitter are chosen for cooking. These might include canola, olive, grapeseed, and peanut (if no one is allergic). The sesame oil often associated with Asian food may not be the best choice for cooking; it is usually added as a seasoning after the fact.

CLEANING A WOK

Because traditional woks are made of carbon steel, which is more prone to oxidize than contemporary cookware, the cleaning technique is different than what you might be used to. After the cooked food is removed from the vessel, reheat the wok while adding water. Bring it to a simmer. Scrape food residue and pour out water. To dry, wipe with a paper towel, then lightly rub canola or peanut oil into the cooking surface with a cloth before storing the wok.

Try a Wood Cookstove


Cost savings

Between $3 and $10 per month, depending on how often conventional range and oven is used

Benefits

Reduced fuel consumption, additional heat in winter, classic looks



When it comes to cooking, BackHome contributor Mrs. John Bayles is no stranger to advanced technology. She has used a variety of electric and gas ranges. But she said that the most superior cooking stove she’s ever used is in her kitchen right now: a 1932-model wood-burning cookstove.

You would think that a wood-burning cookstove is a step backward in technology. How could it possibly compete with a modern gas or electric range? Actually, the efficiency and convenience of an old-fashioned cookstove might surprise you. It saves fuel by heating the oven and range top at the same time, and you can fuel it with paper-trash and twigs. Most of all, these stoves are real charmers. Why would anyone settle for a porcelain box in the kitchen when the curvaceous personality of a wood-burner is available? I own three: a mint green porcelain beauty with elegantly curved legs, a small burner-only model, and my prized possession, a 1912 Globe—black cast iron with chrome trim, complete with overhead warming oven and a water warmer.

FINDING AND INSTALLING A WOOD
COOKSTOVE

A brand-new wood cookstove can be expensive, but it’s virtually maintenance free because these stoves are built to last. New cookstoves start at $500 and can cost as much as $5,000. Good mail-order sources are Lehman’s and Antique Stoves. (See “Resources,” page 26) Some newer models are completely disguised as modern stoves by running the stovepipe out the wall directly behind the stove. Personally, I like my pipe to stand tall and proud, and the high-heat paint comes in so many colors that the pipe can be turned into a work of art that matches your kitchen decor.

If you’re willing to hunt at auctions and antique stores for treasures like these, you will pay much less. I found my Globe in a neighbor’s barn (it cost $300). My friend sold the 1932 model to me for just $25.

COOKING CONVENIENCES

A wood-burning stove can act as a microwave, warming drawer, and steam oven (how convenient!). I used to think I could never live without a microwave, but I basically used it as a way to make instant coffee in 2 minutes. Then I found a way to offer a visitor a steaming, “freshly brewed” cup of real coffee in 30 seconds. With my present stove, I put on a pot of coffee every time I cook, then pour it into a thermos, which we’ve affectionately dubbed “the microwave.” We gave away the original.

Also, breakfast at our home is a snap: Kindle up the firebox under the burners, and then stick the biscuits in the oven. By the time the bacon and eggs are ready, the biscuits are browned to perfection. And that smell of coffee and wood smoke early in the morning—this is living!

When I need the effect of a traditional oven, I use my top burners to steam food—anything from casseroles to desserts and homemade breads. Bread and pie crust don’t get crusty when steamed, but burning food is nearly impossible because food cooks so slowly and stays moist. (It simply gets browner the longer it cooks.)

The only drawback to woodburner cooking is keeping the fire going for meals that require long-term cooking. For example, with a large turkey, you have to stick close to the oven to stoke it because the firebox under the oven box isn’t very large. But if I use hedge wood, or osage orange, as fuel for long-term oven cooking, the wood burns long and hot and I don’t have to stoke the fire nearly as often.

STEAM-OVEN COOKING

Convert any large pot with a tight-fitting lid (such as a canning pot) into a steam oven to make main courses, soups, desserts, and breads. Here’s how to rig the pot to steam your food:

• Cover the bottom of the pot with a few inches of water, then put in some custard cups on which you can rest an inverted pie pan.

• Place whatever you are cooking into the pot and cover it with a tight lid or aluminum foil.

• Heat up the stove, listen for the water inside the steam oven to boil, and adjust the heat to maintain an even boil. (Though a really hot fire doesn’t hurt anything; it just speeds up the cooking time.)

SUGGESTED COOKING TIMES:



	Bread:

	2 hours




	Casseroles:

	1 1/2 hours




	Pies:

	1 hour




	Vegetables:

	30 to 45 minutes




	5 pounds (2.3 k) of meat:

	3 hours





*Check the food often, add water when needed, and adjust the times according to your own tastes.

Resources



	Lehman’s

	Antique Stoves




	P.O. Box 270

	410 Fleming Rd.




	Kidron, OH 44636

	Tekonsha, MI 49092




	888-438-5346

	www.antiquestoves.com




	www.lehmans.com

	 





Dry Your Own Herbs and Keep Your Money at Home


Cost savings

Home-dried herbs cost less than one-tenth the price of packaged herbs.

Benefits

You control the selection, quality, and most importantly the freshness of the herbs.



Even in the dead of winter, you can enjoy your bounty of fresh herbs. Dry herbs in the fall and they’ll maintain their essence for up to one year. The best part: you’ll save a bushel on what you would have spent on store-bought herbs. Here, BackHome contributor Kris Wetherbee lays out techniques for drying common herbs.

Many kitchen gardeners hang bouquets of herbs in an arid, dark spot to dry. This is effective but, depending on what herbs you’re drying and how fast you want to get them dehydrated and stored, there may be a better way. You can dry herbs in the oven, microwave, a commercial food dehydrator, or in a dry, airy closet.

HARVESTING HERBS

The best time to harvest herbs is at their peak, just before they flower. Pick herbs in early morning, after the dew has dried and before the sun begins to bake out oils that give herbs their flavor. Dry, overcast days are ideal. Choose only plants that are free from disease and insects. If you’re collecting several different herbs, use a separate basket for each. Use scissors to cut the stems, and handle the herbs as little as possible.

Remove dead or wilted leaves and weeds.

Leaves should be left on the stem unless you’re drying a large-leaved herb such as lovage or borage.

Dry the leaves thoroughly. Moisture can result in a moldy finished product and could lengthen the drying process. Once they are cut, dry them thoroughly.

Wipe root spices clean. Be sure to dry them well when you’re finished. Garlic, ginger, and horseradish should then be peeled and sliced thinly.

HANGING IN BUNCHES

Hanging in bunches works best for herbs with long stems: oregano, sage, rosemary, mint, lavender, and lemon verbena. Hanging herbs are a pretty sight in a kitchen, but this isn’t the best place to dry them because of light and humidity. Instead, find a dark, dry, warm environment with good circulation. A barn, shed, or airy closet are all possibilities. Even a car parked in light shade with a thermometer inside will do. Ideally, the temperature should be about 80°F to 90°F (about 27°C to 32°C).

Bunches should be no thicker than 1 inch (2.54 cm) in diameter at the stem ends. Tie them with string, twist ties, or rubber bands. Leave plenty of room between bunches to allow for good air circulation. (I use a folding wooden clothes rack for hanging my herbs.) A fan set on low can also help. Drying time depends on the type of herb, weather, and humidity, but usually ranges from 5 days to 2 weeks.
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If the location is dusty, punch a hole in the bottom of a brown paper lunch sack, pull the stems through, then hang the bunch. Make sure to cut a few slits in the sides to provide ample circulation. The bag will keep the herbs clean and free from dust.
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Also use a paper bag when drying seed heads such as celery and dill, but don’t punch a hole in the bag; place the bouquet in the sack so the stems come out the opening. Tie with a string, cut small slits in the sides of the bag, and hang by the stems. Any loose seeds that fall out will collect in the bag.

SCREEN DRYING

Short-stemmed herbs such as thyme can be difficult to hang-dry, but screen drying is a great alternative. This method is useful for flower heads and petals that are too delicate for the heat of a dehydrator, oven, or microwave. Also, comfrey and borage, with large leaves, sometimes grow in big bunches that retain water if you hang them but will dry well on a screen.

Begin with a clean window screen or a rack covered with cheesecloth, muslin, netting, or paper towels. Spread herbs in a single layer with plenty of space between them. Choose the same sort of warm, dry environment as you would if you were drying in bunches. Set your screens on blocks to allow circulation underneath, and remember to stir the herbs occasionally so air reaches all sides. Drying time will vary from 7 to 10 days.
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OVEN DRYING

Oven drying is useful if you want quick results without investing in a dehydrator. Also, items that take a long time to dry, such as roots and hot peppers, do well in the oven.

The oven dries herbs very quickly, but some will take longer than others, so don’t mix different types. Rosemary may take only a few hours, whereas large-leaved herb and root spices can take up to 8 hours.

Keep the oven on the very lowest setting possible with the door ajar. Or if you have a gas stove with a pilot light, the flame will provide enough heat for drying herbs. In this case, leave the oven door closed, but open it occasionally to let out moisture.

Baking sheets work, but a cake rack that will allow the warm air to circulate evenly is better.

FOOD DEHYDRATOR

Gardeners who dry their fruit use commercial food dehydrators—small electric machines that use a heating element and fan to control the drying environment. Food dehydrators are great for drying herbs, too. Just about any herb works well with this superfast method of drying, including sliced roots such as garlic and ginger. My personal favorite for the dehydrator is celery leaf, a must for wintertime soups and stews.

During summer and fall, my dehydrator is in perpetual motion, drying every herb imaginable, plus plenty of Asian pears. I just load up the circular tray and plug in the cord. Nothing could be easier. Dehydrators work fast—thyme, for instance, might take 5 to 7 days to screen-dry but only about 8 hours in a dehydrator.

Here’s how to prepare herbs for the dehydrator. Place a single layer of herbs on each tray of the dehydrator. You can dry different types of herbs at the same time, but only one type of herb per tray. If your dehydrator has a temperature control, set it between 90° and 100°F (about 32° and 38°C). If it doesn’t have a control, regulate the heat by adjusting the vents.

MICROWAVE DRYING

The microwave dries herbs very quickly, making it useful for thick roots and herbs that are very damp or were rinsed after harvesting. You can use the microwave to start herbs that you plan to hang- or screen-dry. A minute in the microwave will take days off the drying process and insure against mold.

Pat herbs dry and place in a single layer between two paper towels. Microwave for 2 to 3 minutes, checking every 30 seconds. Microwaves vary dramatically in terms of power, and just a few too many seconds can result in scorched herbs, while an extra minute can incinerate your harvest.

STORING DRIED HERBS

To test whether an herb is dry, crumble a leaf between your thumb and index finger. If the leaf turns into a coarse dust, the herb is dried. If it wrinkles or shows any signs of moisture, you need to dry it longer. If you’re drying roots, test them by bending them. If they snap, they are dry.

Strip leaves from stems, but do not crush them. Leaves and seeds left whole will retain their flavor longer. Grind roots in a spice grinder.

Store dried herbs in a tightly sealed container. Canning jars with rubber seals, airtight tins, or glass jars with screw-on lids are ideal. Recycled glass mayonnaise, mustard, and peanut butter jars all work well. For smaller amounts, try using baby food jars. Do not use plastic containers. Fill each jar loosely, then label and date it. Once dried, many herbs look the same and can be hard to tell apart.

Check the jar after a few days for any sign of dampness or moisture collected on the inside of the glass. If there is moisture present, remove the herbs and dry, dry again.

Keep containers away from bright light and any heat source. When adding herbs to a recipe, go away from the stove to measure the amount you need. Standing over a warm stove with an open jar is a quick way to add humidity and a sure way to sabotage your efforts.

By the time your supply of dried herbs starts to wane, your fresh herbs should be ready to harvest again.
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Learn the Art of Fireless Cooking


Cost savings

Between $2.50 and $4.50 per month, based on how often a conventional oven is used

Benefits

Fuel conservation, convenience, a cooler summer kitchen.



Fireless cooking in a container is designed to maintain a steady temperature. It’s efficient, cost effective, and convenient. How would you like to reduce cooking fuel use by 80 to 90 percent and have ready-to-eat meals for picnics, potlucks, or family dinners? Even better, food retains nutrients without overcooking and stays moist.

Fireless cooking is not a new concept. For centuries, the method has been used by campers, vacationers, and fisherman, and homemakers were encouraged to do the same with help from commercially made cookers and cookbooks tailored to the subject. Before that, the pit-cooking Dutch oven was in regular use, and who knows how long Hawaiian luau cooks have been practicing their skills.

BackHome contributor Greg Lynch is a big fan of fireless cooking and summarizes it here. It’s simple to make your own fireless cooker. Here’s how.
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MAKE A FIRELESS COOKER


MATERIALS

• Seasoned, cast-iron pot with a lid or enamel-coated cast iron (stainless steel also works)

• An insulated chamber (such as a milkbox, heavy cardboard, plywood box, foam steak shipper, or a 5-gallon (18.9 L) pail are all possibilities)

• Radiant barrier (such as aluminum foil; or Reflectix or Astro-Foil, available at building supply outlets)

• 2-inch (5 cm) rigid polystyrene foam (used in housing construction)

• Glue






STEPS

Construct the Cooker

1. Choose a container that you’ll fill until it’s quite full while cooking. Full pots minimize heat loss, and larger pots maintain heat for longer. The mass of iron holds a great deal of thermal energy, which contributes to the heat available when it’s placed in the insulated chamber.

2. Find an insulated chamber that is 4 inches (10 cm) larger than your pot on all four sides, the top, and the bottom.

3. Add a layer of insulation between the pot and chamber. This layer should be a radiant barrier, using aluminum foil at the very least. You can also use high-efficiency radiant barrier such as Reflextix or Astro-Foil. The barrier will reflect back infrared energy that the pot emits.

4. Create an outer polystyrene layer to wrap around the insulated chamber. This shell will be 4 inches (10 cm) thick. Double up panels of 2-inch (5 cm) rigid polystyrene foam. Use two layers for the lid, and if possible, use double layers on all four sides and the bottom. Glue panels together to achieve the ideal thickness.

5. Finish with a final radiant layer of foil or radiant barrier wrapped outside the completed box (which now consists of pot, insulation, chamber, insulation, polystyrene layer, final insulation layer).



[image: Image]GOOD TO KNOW!

Makeshift cookers can be even simpler. You can pack crumpled newspapers, dry hay, blankets, comforters, down clothing, flannel, or closed-cell foam sleeping pads in a container around a heated pot of food. A wide-mouth thermos bottle, if it has a thick, well-insulated stopper, will also serve for this kind of cooking. Backpackers, for example, would preheat the unit with simmering water and then pour in boiling hot food before wrapping the container with insulators.

USING YOUR FIRELESS COOKER

To use a fireless cooker for most foods, except beans, bring the food to a rolling boil in a pot and then transfer it to the insulated cooking container. These dishes will be ready to serve after 2 hours or so of fireless cooking.

Beans are the exception to this rule because they don’t soften readily if salty or acidic seasonings are added beforehand. Beans require a two-step process. First, soak the beans and rinse them. Then simmer them in a pot with water for at least 10 minutes with no salty or acidic seasonings prior to a 2- to 4-hour stint in the fireless cooker. Remove the pot, stir in the desired seasonings, and simmer for an additional 10 to 15 minutes, stirring occasionally, before returning the pot to the insulated cooker for another 2 to 4 hours.

One note about cooking grains: Because there’s almost no boil-off using fireless cooking, you need to reduce the water (or other liquid) in your recipe by approximately one-eighth of the usual volume, though this is often a matter of experimentation.

REMEMBER FOOD SAFETY

Efficient cookers will maintain hot food for 8 to 12 hours without overcooking or deteriorating the contents. In my experience, cookers have maintained a 135°F (57°C) temperature after 12 hours. For the first two hours of slow cooking, a temperature in excess of 180°F (82°C) is normal. Don’t allow foods to stand in the pot for extended periods below 140°F (60°C). Monitor the temperature with a meat thermometer, and try to keep food temperature at about 160°F (71°C) until served. Refrigerate leftovers promptly, especially meat and dairy dishes.

Return to Your Roots


Cost savings

About 19 cents per cup, comparing grocery-bought potatoes to boxed instant potatoes. Bulk potato purchases will lower the cost difference significantly

Benefits

Great-tasting and nutritious meals



Root vegetables are available just about everywhere, very economical, easy to keep and store, and quite nutritious. Except for potatoes, they’re often neglected when planning meals, but these delicious recipes should inspire you to help root vegetables stage a big comeback.

Roots are good sources of calcium, potassium, and other trace minerals. Yellow root vegetables are high in vitamin A and beta carotene. And, best of all, they aren’t just dull accompaniments these days, as the following recipes, provided and tested by BackHome’s food editor, Judy Janes, will prove.

From a “return on investment” standpoint, root crops are hard to beat, whether you grow them yourself or purchase them at market. Also, you can purchase root vegetables in bulk at a lower cost. These easy recipes offer a broad variety to suit diverse tastes.


Beet and Gorgonzola Salad



Makes 6 to 8 servings

• 8 to 10 beets

• 2 tablespoons (28 ml) white wine vinegar

• 3 tablespoons (45 ml) extra-virgin olive oil

• Salt

• Pepper

• 1/2 cup (60 g) walnut pieces

• 1/2 pound (115 g) Gorgonzola

Wash the beets and trim off the stems and roots.

In a large kettle of boiling water, cook the beets until fork tender, about 30 minutes. Drain them and allow them to cool.

When the beets are comfortable to handle, peel off the skins with your fingers, and cut the beets into thin julienne strips. Place them in a medium-size bowl. Sprinkle with the vinegar and oil and salt and pepper to taste. Toss gently until coated. Cover and chill.

Preheat the oven to 350°F (180°C).

In a shallow pan, toast the walnuts for 5 minutes. Just before serving, carefully toss walnuts with the beets. Place in a shallow serving dish and crumble the Gorgonzola evenly over the top.


Parsnip Cakes with Roasted Red Pepper Sauce



Makes 2 to 4 servings

Parsnip Cakes

• 3 or 4 parsnips

• 1 egg, lightly beaten

• 1 cup (115 g) toasted, buttered bread crumbs

• 1 tablespoon (1.3 g) chopped fresh parsley

• Salt

• Pepper

• 2 tablespoons (28 g) butter or oil

Roasted Red Pepper Sauce

• 3 large red bell peppers (or 1 large jar roasted peppers, drained)

• 1 small onion, chopped

• 1 clove garlic, crushed and minced

• 2 tablespoons (28 ml) extra-virgin olive oil

• 1 large or 2 medium-size ripe tomatoes, chopped

• 2 tablespoons (5 g) chopped fresh basil or 2 teaspoons dried basil

• Salt

• Pepper

To make the Parsnip Cakes: Peel the parsnips and cut them into 1-inch (2.5 cm) pieces. Place them in a medium-size saucepan and cover with water to which a little salt has been added. Boil until tender, about 10 minutes. Drain the parsnips and return them to the pan over heat until all of the moisture evaporates. Allow the parsnips to cool, and then mash them and mix lightly with the egg, bread crumbs, parsley, and salt and pepper to taste. Chill for at least 30 minutes. (Meanwhile, make the sauce.) Form the mash into 4 cakes, and sauté them in a pan in the butter or oil until crisp, for 5 minutes each side. Dress with the sauce and serve immediately.

To make the Roasted Red Pepper Sauce: Preheat the oven to 500°F (250°C or gas mark 10).

Roast the fresh peppers directly on the oven racks for 20 minutes or so, turning to get all sides evenly charred, until the skins are black and blistered. Place the peppers in a covered bowl immediately. (Being covered and cooling in their own steam makes the peppers easier to peel.) When the peppers are cool, peel off the skins in large pieces, but do not wash. Remove the stems and innards and slice into strips. Set aside.

In a pan, sauté the onion and garlic in the oil for 5 minutes. Add the tomatoes, basil, and roasted pepper strips, and continue to cook to blend the flavors for 5 more minutes. Puree in a food processor or blender and season to taste with salt and pepper.


Carrot and Rutabaga Puree



Contributed by BackHome reader Bruce Howe

Makes 4 servings

• 4 or 5 medium-size carrots

• 1 rutabaga

• 2 tablespoons (28 g) butter

• 1/4 teaspoon mace

• 1/2 cup (120 ml) milk, half-and-half, or sherry

• Salt

• Pepper

Scrape and peel the vegetables, and cut them into pieces.

In a medium-size saucepan, boil each lot separately until fork-tender. Drain, mash, and combine the cooked vegetables with the butter, mace, and milk, cream, or sherry. Add salt and pepper to taste.


Potatoes with Mustard and Chives



Makes 4 to 6 servings

• 6 to 8 medium-size new potatoes of uniform size (such as Red Bliss)

• 4 tablespoons (55 g) butter

• 2 tablespoons (30 g) Dijon mustard

• 2 teaspoons white wine vinegar

• 2 tablespoons (6 g) chopped chives

• Salt

• Pepper

Peel the potatoes into smooth round shapes. Place them in a medium-size saucepan and cover with cold water. Bring to a boil and cook for 10 minutes, or until barely tender. Drain the potatoes well, and return them to the pan over heat until all of the moisture evaporates.

Preheat the oven to 400°F (200°C or gas mark 6). Melt the butter in a heavy roasting pan or casserole. When the butter is bubbling but not brown, toss in the potatoes and coat evenly. Roast for 40 minutes, turning and basting occasionally, to ensure even browning and crisping on all sides.

In a small bowl, make a paste of the mustard, vinegar, chives, and salt and pepper to taste. Spoon it into shallow serving dish. Place the roasted potatoes on top, and lightly coat with the mustard sauce.

Try the Penny-Pincher’s Guide to Dutch Oven Cooking


Cost savings

Preparing meals outdoors with charcoal briquettes or propane saves oven time.

Benefits

Cooking one-pot meals with low energy use or during power outages



Dutch ovens can be used to cook or bake just about anything, including prime rib, pizza, breads, and pies. They are versatile enough to use for roasting, stewing, baking, deep-frying, and boiling. Turn a lid upside down, and you can use it as a griddle or crepe pan to cook bacon and eggs, pancakes, or crepes. Here, contributor Gary F. Arnet outlines the uses of a Dutch oven and offers recipes, to boot.

The Dutch oven method is one of the simplest and most delicious forms of outdoor cooking. And since no electricity is required, this method comes in handy during electricity shortages or power outages.

Dutch oven cooking is easy to learn, but a few secrets will help you become an expert.

CHOOSING AN OVEN

With all the brands and styles available, buying a Dutch oven can be confusing. The first decision is: cast iron or aluminum?

Cast-iron ovens distribute heat better, retain it longer, and give a smoked flavor to foods. Cast iron reacts slowly to temperature changes, so foods don’t burn as easily if the fire flares up. You can also overheat cast iron without warping or melting it. On the downside, cast iron requires more effort to maintain and will rust if left wet or exposed to water.

Aluminum ovens weigh about one-third as much as cast-iron units, they don’t rust, and they are easy to maintain. They heat faster but distribute heat unevenly and cool rapidly. More coals are required to reach and maintain the correct temperature, and it is possible to melt aluminum if too much heat is used. Aluminum melts at around 1,100°F (593°C), whereas the melting point of cast iron is over 2,100°F (1,149°C). This isn’t a problem if you’re careful, but those who place the oven in a fire and forget it may be in for a surprise.

Size and features are the next consideration. Oven sizes vary from 8 to 22 inches (20.3 to 55.9 cm) in diameter, with 10- and 12-inch (25.4 and 30.5 cm) ovens being the most common. A 12-inch (30.5 cm) oven can be used to cook for 2 to 12 people and is often a good choice.

Buy an oven with three legs, each at least 1-1/2 inches (3.8 cm) long. Legs prevent the oven from resting directly on the coals and help it produce more uniform heat. The lid should fit flush with the lip of the oven to avoid heat loss.

A loop handle should be in the center of the lid, and the wire handle on the oven itself (called the bail) should be easily movable and strong enough to lift an oven full of food. Invest in a quality Dutch oven that will last, such as Lodge, which has been making them since 1896.

MAINTAINING AN OVEN

When you buy a cast-iron oven, wash it with hot, soapy water to remove metal dust and wax coating placed during manufacturing. Dry it immediately, coat it inside and out with no-salt cooking oil, and place it in an unheated kitchen oven. Turn the oven on to 350°F (180°C or gas mark 4) for 2 hours, then turn it off and let the Dutch oven cool slowly in the oven. This “seasoning” will protect your Dutch oven. Aluminum ovens should be washed and dried but do not require seasoning.

After using a cast-iron unit, wipe out food with a paper towel and wash the oven with hot, soapy water. Dry it completely and wipe a light coat of cooking oil over the inside and outside to protect the seasoning.

Some people line their Dutch oven with aluminum foil or a disposable foil pan to avoid cleaning. Purists will insist the flavor is not the same, but because I hate to clean after cooking, I find this helpful at times. Foil is especially useful for recipes containing a lot of sugar, as it makes cleanup easier.

There are a few “don’ts” to remember with Dutch ovens: Don’t scrape or scour the oven with metal utensils, wire scrubbers, or brushes, as this can remove the seasoning and allow food to stick to the oven. Although Dutch ovens are rugged, don’t drop or handle them roughly, as they can break. Don’t place cold water in a hot oven as it may crack or warp.

USING YOUR DUTCH OVEN

Controlling the temperature inside a Dutch oven is the secret that will make you successful from your very first meal. Any source of heat will work, from wood coals to propane stoves and even regular gas or electric ovens. When used outside, charcoal briquettes are the most reliable source of heat. Dutch oven cookbooks will list the number of briquettes you need for a temperature for each diameter of oven.

Most recipes require a temperature of 325°F (170°C or gas mark 3). A simple formula to obtain this is to take the diameter of the oven and add that many plus 3 briquettes to the top and that many minus 3 to the bottom. For example, when using a 12-inch (30.5 cm) Dutch oven, place 15 briquettes on top and 9 on the bottom for a reliable 325°F (170°C or gas mark 3) temperature. They should be spaced about 1 to 2 inches (2.5 to 5.1 cm) apart. About two-thirds of the heat will be on the top and one-third on the bottom. For cooking times of more than 1 hour, replace the briquettes about once an hour.

When baking bread or rolls, remove the Dutch oven from the bottom briquettes after about two-thirds of the cooking time has elapsed, leaving the top briquettes to finish the job. This will avoid burning the bottom of baked goods. Pies can be cooked by using a baking rack inside the oven to keep the pan about 1 inch (2.5 cm) above the bottom.

With the help of a good Dutch oven cookbook and a little practice, you will be impressing family and friends in no time. The following recipes are some of my family’s favorites and are easy for first-time cooks.


Dutch Oven Pork Roast



If you prefer pork chops rather than a roast, you can use them in this recipe instead.

• 2 tablespoons (30 ml) olive oil

• 1 2-pound (0.9 kg) pork loin roast, scored

• 2 medium-size red apples, sliced

• 1 medium-size onion, sliced

• 5 garlic cloves, crushed

• 1 12-ounce (340 g) can sauerkraut, drained

• 1 cup (235 ml) white wine

Preheat a Dutch oven, and place the olive oil and pork roast in the oven. Cover the roast with the apples, followed by the onion slices, garlic, and sauerkraut. Pour the wine around the roast, and cover. Bake for 1 hour at about 350°F (180°C or gas mark 4). Add more hot briquettes to the top and bottom and bake for an additional 30 minutes, or longer if needed, until a meat thermometer placed in the thickest part registers 170°F (77°C). Makes 4 to 6 servings.


Simple Cherry Cobbler



Easy to make, this recipe is a tasty introduction to Dutch oven cooking and is especially good for teaching children. Any number of variations can be made on this recipe. Apple pie filling or canned peaches can be used instead of cherries. Chocolate instead of yellow cake mix can be used with cherry pie filling.

• 2 20-ounce (567 g) cans cherry pie filling

• 1 18-ounce (510 g) package yellow cake mix

• 1 12-ounce (355 ml) can lemon-lime soda

Line a Dutch oven with aluminum foil, and add the cherry pie filling. Sprinkle the dry, unmixed cake mix evenly over the cherry filling. Pour the can of soda over the cake mix, and gently stir, combining the cake mix and soda, but not the pie filling. Place the lid on the Dutch oven, and bake about 35 minutes at 325°F (170°C or gas mark 3) or until the top is brown and the cake springs back to the touch.

Stop Buying Bread


Cost savings

About 95 cents per loaf

Benefits

Delicious and healthful whole-grain breads



Baking bread from scratch is a luxury for most people in today’s fast-paced society. But even the time-crunched and aspiring bakers can enjoy homemade loaves. BackHome contributor Heidi Gaschler shares how to turn out a savory 100 percent whole wheat bread that surpasses any store-bought white flour offering.

Ingredients are the key to baking successful loaves. Don’t skimp. Choose whole wheat flour made from hard red winter wheat. This flour is high in protein, which converts into a gluten when mixed with a liquid. Elastic gluten stretches as bread rises. This action is the key to creating a “light” loaf.

Here are some other pointers to consider before you flour your hands.

• Always purchase active dry yeast, not a rapid-rise or quick-rise variety. Red Star or Fleischmann’s are quality brands. Also remember that butter will produce lighter bread than oil—so go with butter.

• Enhance yeast growth and yield a high-rising dough by using water reserved from boiling potatoes in place of plain water. This trick is used by many seasoned bakers.

• Don’t try to eliminate salt from the recipe. Besides enhancing the flavor, the salt keeps the yeast in check and prevents its over-rising and collapse of the bread.

• Vigorously beat the “sponge” (bread dough prior to adding all of flour) and allow it to rise. This step gives the yeast extra time to develop and allows the bran time to absorb liquid, decreasing the amount of flour required to form the dough into a ball. If you add all of the flour before the bran is saturated, you’ve added too much. The result is a dense bat. (And that means trouble for a “light” loaf.)

• Use your muscles to knead the dough. Go ahead and slam it around. Rough treatment of the bread dough develops the gluten, which needs to stretch during rising and baking. Well-developed gluten means bread is capable of rising well.

• Don’t rush the process. We crave instant gratification and fast results. That’s just not possible with bread baking. Most American bread recipes call for increased amounts of yeast and reduced rising times. This produces bread with a yeasty flavor that only increases after a day on the shelf. Leisurely rising times using less yeast give the wheat flavor time to develop.

• Yes—you must take your time. But you can still be a very busy person and bake bread. Just pick a day when you’ll be home—doing chores, mowing the lawn, making a quick trip to the supermarket. These activities can take place while bread is rising.

• If you grow impatient, punch the dough. (This isn’t a bad thing.) Specifically, punch down unrisen dough and allow it to rise again. This practice can be repeated several times without over-rising the tile bread, unless your house is unusually warm. Also, consider allowing bread to rise in the refrigerator overnight, as long as your refrigerator is 40°F (4°C) or less. Then, just shape it into loaves in the morning.


Whole Wheat Bread



Makes 4 loaves

• 5 1/2 cups (1300 ml) potato water

• 1 1/2 teaspoons active dry yeast

• 2 tablespoons (25 g) sugar or honey

• 2 tablespoons (30 g) salt

• 1/2 cup (112 g) butter, softened

• 10+ cups (1,200+ g) whole wheat flour

In a large pot or stockpot, heat the potato water to 115°F (46°C). Add the yeast and sugar or honey. Wait for the yeast to bubble. (The bubbling action will be slight given the high water-to-yeast ratio and may not be easily detectable with the naked eye. If you examine the mixture with a flashlight, you will be able to clearly perceive miniature bubbles rising to the surface.)

After the yeast bubbles, mix in the salt and butter. Add 6 cups (750 g) of the flour and beat for 2 minutes, or 200 strokes, with a large wooden spoon. Add 2 more cups (250 g) of flour, and beat an additional 200 strokes or 2 minutes. Cover and let rise for 1-1/2 hours. Stir down and begin adding flour from the 2 cups (250 g) or more remaining.

Be careful not to add too much flour, as this will yield heavy bread. If the dough kneads well but sticks to your hands, grease them and the board with butter. Knead the dough vigorously for 10 minutes. Place the dough in a greased bowl and cover with a clean, damp towel.

Let the dough rise until it’s doubled in bulk. (The rising time may vary from 1-1/2 to 3 hours, depending on the temperature of your house.) Punch the dough down and form the dough into loaves, braids, butterhorns, etc. Place the dough in greased pans and cover it with a damp towel. Let the dough rise for 1-1/2 to 3 hours, until it has doubled in bulk.

Bake the loaves at 375°F (190°C or gas mark 5) for 35 minutes for standard-size loaves. Bake miniature loaves and butterhorns for approximately 20 to 25 minutes. Remove the bread from the pans and cool on wire racks. Store the bread in the refrigerator, or freeze to preserve for a special occasion.

Make Winter Soups


Cost savings

A small savings per serving, but economy increases if they are served as whole meals.

Benefits

Healthful, hearty, homemade soups that are meals in themselves



Cold winter days call for a kettle of homemade soup simmering on the stove. Long, slow cooking brings out flavors, and the aroma stokes the appetite. BackHome contributor Patricia Rutherford knows a few things about northern winters, and the soups that go along with them. Read on for what she has to say.

Soup in every form warms the spirit. From traditional stews to a French pot-au-feu, the perfect soup is piping hot and can stand alone as a main course. Accoutrements might include crackers, pickles, and celery. Egg rivels also complement soup: Make them by working 1 unbeaten egg into 1 cup (125 g) of flour sifted, with 1/4 teaspoon of salt until you get a cornmeal-like mixture. Drop by the spoonful into boiling soup, cover lightly, and cook gently for 10 minutes. Rivels separate and look like rice.


Italian Vegetable Soup



Makes 8 to 10 servings

• 1 pound (455 g) ground beef

• 1 large onion, chopped

• 1 cup (100 g) chopped celery

• 1 cup (130 g) chopped carrots

• 2 cloves garlic, minced

• 1 15-ounce (425 g) can tomatoes, with juice

• 1 15-ounce (425 g) can tomato sauce

• 1 16-ounce (454 g) can small red beans, with liquid

• 1 cup (235 ml) water

• 5 teaspoons beef bouillon granules

• 1 tablespoon (4 g) fresh parsley

• 1 teaspoon salt

• 1/2 teaspoon dried oregano

• 1/2 teaspoon dried basil

• 2 cups (140 g) shredded cabbage

• 1 cup (100 g) green beans

• 1/4 to 1/2 cup (26.3 to 52.5 g) macaroni

In a 5-quart (5 L) pot, brown the ground beef; add the onion, celery, carrots, garlic, tomatoes, tomato sauce, beans, water, bouillon, parsley, salt, oregano, and basil. Cover and simmer for 30 minutes. Add the cabbage, green beans, and macaroni. Cook until done. If the soup is too thick, add water.


Cheese Soup



Makes 5 to 6 servings

• 1 medium-size potato, peeled and diced

• 1 medium-size onion, diced

• 2 chicken bouillon cubes

• 1 quart (946 ml) water

• 1 10-ounce (280 g) package broccoli, cooked

• 1 10 3/4-ounce (303 g) can cream of chicken soup

• 1/2 pound (225 g) Velveeta

In a stockpot or Dutch oven, cook the potato, onion, bouillon, and water for about 30 minutes, then add the broccoli, soup, and cheese. Continue over medium heat until the cheese is melted.


Creamy Mushroom-Broccoli Soup



Makes 6 servings

• 4 tablespoons (55 g) butter

• 1 medium-size onion, chopped

• 12 ounces (340 g) fresh mushrooms, sliced

• 1/4 cup (30 g) flour

• 1/2 teaspoon salt

• 1/4 teaspoon white pepper

• 1 1/2 cups (350 ml) milk

• 1 10-ounce (285 ml) can chicken broth (or vegetable broth)

• 1 cup (235 ml) half-and-half

• 1 10-ounce (280 g) package frozen chopped broccoli, cooked and drained

In a stockpot or Dutch oven, melt the butter over medium-high heat. Sauté the onion for 2 or 3 minutes, then add the mushrooms and cook for 2 to 3 minutes. Sprinkle on the flour, salt, and pepper, and stir. Lower the heat, add the milk and broth, and cook, stirring, until thickened. Continue heating but do not let boil, while adding the half-and-half and broccoli. Heat to serving temperature, then serve immediately.


Chicken Noodle Soup



Makes 8 to 10 servings

• 1 2- to 3-pound (910 g to 1.4 kg) stewing chicken

• 2 1/2 quarts (2.3 L) water

• 3 teaspoons salt

• 2 chicken bouillon cubes

• 1/2 medium-size onion, chopped

• 1/8 teaspoon ground black pepper

• 1/4 teaspoon dried marjoram

• 1/4 teaspoon dried thyme

• 1 bay leaf

• 1 cup (130 g) diced carrots

• 1 cup (100 g) diced celery

• 1/2 cup (70 g) uncooked fine noodles

Place all the ingredients except noodles in a large soup pot. Cover and bring to a boil; skim the fat from the broth. Reduce the heat, cover, and the simmer for 1-1/2 hours, or until the chicken is tender. Remove the chicken from the broth and cool. Debone the chicken and cut it into chunks. Skim the fat from the broth, and bring it to a boil. Add the noodles; cook until done. Return the chicken to the pot; adjust the seasonings to taste. Remove the bay leaf.


Cream of Peanut Soup



Makes 6 servings

• 1 medium-size onion, chopped

• 2 ribs celery, chopped

• 1/4 cup (55 g) butter (1/2 stick)

• 3 tablespoons (24 g) flour

• 2 quarts (1.9 L) chicken or vegetable stock

• 2 cups (520 g) smooth peanut butter

• 1 3/4 cups (420 ml) light cream

• Chopped peanuts

In a soup pot, sauté the onion and celery in butter until soft but not brown. Stir in the flour until well blended. Add the stock, stirring constantly, and bring to a boil. If a smoother soup is desired, remove from the heat and rub through a sieve. Add the peanut butter and cream, stirring to blend thoroughly. Return to low heat, but do not boil. Serve garnished with peanuts.


Soupmaking Suggestions

Use a large pot. A too-small pot can bring on spillovers or cause the mixture to heat too slowly.

Don’t cheat on cooking time. Simmering soup over low heat helps to extract the maximum flavor from the ingredients.

Take advantage of technology. Food processors, blenders, and salad makers are useful in preparing soups. Use them to chop or puree vegetables.

Flavor up with bouillon. Add a bouillon cube to cream soup or weak homemade stock to enhance flavor.

Skim the fat. Remove fat from stock or soup by chilling it and then removing the solid layer, or by rolling a paper towel to skim small amounts of fat from the surface of warm soup. For larger amounts, use a bulbed meat baster.

Heat dairy-based soups slowly. To prevent separating, do not allow soup to come to a boil.

Save the leftovers. Most soups can be covered and refrigerated up to 3 days. However, those made with fish or shellfish should be stored for 1 day at the most.

Stretch your budget. Save leftover vegetables and vegetable juices for soupmaking.

Mind the seasoning. Some soups when frozen may undergo flavor or textural changes. Certain vegetables, such as bell peppers, intensify in flavor if frozen, and onion gradually loses strength. After reheating soup, adjust the seasoning to taste.

Just add liquid. Dense soup tends to thicken during storage. When reheating, add a little broth, milk, or half-and-half until the desired consistency is reached.



Fill Up on Stews for Less


Cost savings

About $54 when compared to a similar meal dining out

Benefits

The satisfaction of preparing a delicious, nutritious, inexpensive, soul-satisfying meal yourself at home



Stew is a soul-warming supper for winter days. These stews are slow-cooked, consist of simple, down-home ingredients, and are sure to fulfill your appetite. BackHome’s food editor Judy Janes offers these stews for you to sample.


Frogmore Stew



The old Gullah culture is being preserved on St. Helena, one of the islands off the South Carolina coast. Frogmore, not much more than a crossroads, is the island’s center of activity, where Frogmore stew is proudly offered in several variations. Our version is derived from a recipe given us by the Gay Fish Company, where the shrimp boats tie up to deliver the day’s catch.

Makes 6 servings

• 1 pound (455 g) mild sausage, cut up

• 2 1/2 tablespoons (35.4 g) butter

• 1 1/2 tablespoons (9 g) Old Bay seasoning

• 1 1/2 teaspoons salt

• 1 large onion, diced

• 3 ears corn, halved

• 6 new potatoes, peeled and diced

• 1 pound (455 g) medium shrimp (40 to 50 to a pound)

In a pan over medium heat, brown the sausage. Half-fill a 6-quart (5.7 L) stockpot with water. Add the butter, seasoning, salt, sausage, and onion. Bring to a boil. Add the corn and potatoes and boil for 4 minutes. Add the shrimp and simmer for 4 to 6 minutes, or until the shrimp float. Remove from the heat, and let sit for 4 minutes. Drain off all but 2 cups (475 ml) of liquid.

Serve immediately, accompanied by butter and/or cocktail sauce and lots of napkins.


Chicken Marengo



Legend has it this dish was created to celebrate Napoleon’s narrow victory over the Austrians at the Battle of Marengo on June 14, 1800. Napoleon’s chef, claiming he didn’t have much to work with, put on his genius cap and created this classic.

Makes 6 servings

• 2 cups (475 ml) Sauce Espagnole (see page 45)

• 1 tablespoon (15 ml) olive oil

• 2 tablespoons (30 g) butter

• 1 roasting chicken, cut into pieces

• 1 large can (28 ounces [794 g]) tomatoes, diced and undrained

• 1 tablespoon (16 g) tomato paste

• 1 teaspoon garlic salt

• 1/2 cup (120 ml) white wine

• 1/2 pound (225 g) mushrooms, cleaned and trimmed (save stems for sauce)

• Parsley

• Toast triangles, with the crusts removed

Make the Sauce Espagnole and keep warm.

In a stockpot or flameproof Dutch oven, heat the oil and butter, and thoroughly brown the chicken. Remove the chicken with a slotted spoon and drain on paper towel. Add the tomato, tomato paste, and garlic salt, and cook, stirring constantly, for 2 to 3 minutes. Add the wine, and cook at a slow boil until the sauce is reduced by half. Add the Sauce Espagnole and mix well. Add the chicken and mushrooms, cover, and simmer for 30 minutes, or until the chicken is tender. Just before serving, move to serving platter. Sprinkle with parsley and garnish with toast triangles.


Sauce Espagnole



Makes 2 cups (475 ml)

• 6 tablespoons (85 g) butter

• 1 small onion, peeled and finely diced

• 1 small carrot, peeled and finely diced

• 1 celery stalk, diced fine

• 3 tablespoons (48 g) flour

• 1 teaspoon tomato paste

• Chopped stems of mushrooms (reserved from Chicken Marengo)

• 4 cups (950 ml) beef broth (or homemade stock)

• 1 teaspoon fines herbes mix

• Salt

• Ground black pepper

In a large nonreactive saucepan, heat the butter and add the onion, carrot, and celery. Cook until the vegetables just begin to brown. Add the flour and stir with wire whisk to prevent lumping and burning. When the mixture is a rich dark brown, remove it from the heat and allow it to cool slightly. Stir in the tomato paste, the chopped mushrooms, 3 cups (705 ml) of the beef broth, and the herbs.

Bring the mixture to a boil, stirring constantly. Reduce the heat, and cook for 35 minutes, stirring occasionally, to prevent sticking. Add beef broth as necessary to keep the sauce smooth and silky. Salt and pepper to taste. Strain the mixture, pressing the vegetables to extract their juices. (The sauce should have the consistency of heavy cream.) Return the sauce to the pan and keep warm for use.

This sauce keeps covered in the refrigerator for 1 week and in the freezer for several months.


Brunswick Stew



Named for Brunswick County in southeastern Virginia, this originated as a hunter’s stew made of squirrel or rabbit and onions. Nowadays, it usually consists of chicken and vegetables and sometimes game.

Makes 6 servings

• 1 roasting chicken, cut up

• 4 cups (950 ml) water

• 1 teaspoon salt

• 1 teaspoon dried dill

• 4 slices lean bacon

• 1 large onion, chopped fine

• 1/2 pound (225 g) ground chuck, cut into cubes

• 1 teaspoon paprika

• 28 ounces (794 g) diced and undrained tomatoes

• 1 box (10 ounces [280 g]) frozen lima beans or 1 1/2 cups (255 g) fresh lima beans

• 1 box (10 ounces [280 g]) frozen whole-kernel corn or 1 1/2 cups (150 g) fresh corn, cooked

• 3 or 4 potatoes, peeled and diced

• Salt

• Ground black pepper

• Flour

In large stockpot or flameproof Dutch oven, cover the chicken with the water and add salt and dill. Bring to boil and cook, covered, for 1 hour, or until tender. Cool. Remove the chicken from the bones, reserving the broth, and cut the chicken into bite-size pieces. Dice the bacon, and cook it thoroughly in the same pot. Remove the bacon, add the onion, and cook until soft. Push the onion aside; add the beef and brown well on all sides.

Add the bacon, reserved chicken broth, paprika, and tomatoes. Bring to a boil, cover, and simmer for 11/2 hours. Add the lima beans, corn, potatoes, and chicken, and simmer for 30 minutes. Season to taste with salt and pepper, then thicken slightly with a flour-and-water paste. (Blend 1/4 cup [31 g] of flour with 1/4 cup [60 ml] of water with a fork until there are no lumps.)


Vegetarian Stew



This stew features lots of vegetables and is topped with a thick broiler-browned crust of mashed potatoes. After the first three ingredients, the rest is up to the cook.

Makes 6 servings

• 4 medium-size onions, sliced

• 3 tablespoons (45 g) butter

• 2 1/2 cups (590 ml) vegetable stock

• 4 or 5 potatoes, peeled and cut into chunks

• 2 carrots, peeled and cut into 1-inch rounds

• 2 cups (240 g) chunks of winter squash

• 1 cup (150 g) peas

• 1/2 cup (50 g) green beans, cut into 2-inch (5 cm) pieces

• 1 cup (150) corn, fresh or frozen

• 2 cups (140 g) sliced fresh mushrooms

• 1 large can (28 ounces [938 g]) crushed tomatoes

• 1 teaspoon chopped fresh basil

• 1 cup (235 ml) red wine

• Salt

• Ground black pepper

In a large stockpot or Dutch oven, sauté the onion in butter. Add the stock. Reduce the heat and simmer for 50 minutes. Add the potatoes, carrots, and squash, and cook for 15 minutes. Add the peas, green beans, corn, mushrooms, tomatoes, basil, and red wine. Season to taste with salt and pepper. Continue cooking for 15 minutes.

Blend Your Own Spices


Cost savings

Typically 30 or 40 percent of the cost of comparable store items

Benefits

Fresher, better-tasting blends at a bargain price and save time when preparing recipes you make often



There are a bounty of spice blends on market shelves today, ranging from Super Salad Spices to Ragin’ Cajun Seasoning to Salt-Free this and that. Blends are convenient, but you’ll pay extra for them. Plus, they might contain unexpected amounts of salt (no!), sugar, or monosodium glutamate (MSG) in one form or another. The answer to avoiding these problems is simple: Make your own. Here, contributor Sandra K. Bowens offers recommendations for guaranteeing fresher taste, known ingredients, and a reasonable cost.

I started making my own spice blends for camping trips to avoid packing all of the individual bottles. Now I have more than ten different seasoning blends in my spice cabinet, each one made to suit my own tastes.

The best part is that they have salt only if I want them to. If you read the labels on many commercial seasoning combinations, you’ll see that the first ingredient is salt. Salt is one of the heaviest, not to mention most inexpensive, flavorings, so manufacturers often use this for filler. Flavored salts on the supermarket shelves, such as garlic salt and onion salt, are sometimes as much as 90 percent salt to 10 percent flavoring, but you pay a premium for the flavoring.

MSG is a heavy filler and, if you are like me, an unwanted additive. Watch for hydrolyzed proteins (other “flavor enhancers”) that are often used in place of MSG. I came across a vegetable blend with sugar in it; what could that be but a filler? Common sense tells me that flavor enhancers are not necessary if you start with quality ingredients.

You will get a fresher-tasting blend if you make your own from dried herbs and spices you buy in bulk. Look for purveyors who specialize in them, because their supplies will turn over more quickly. Grind your own whole spices just before blending for more freshness. You can do this with an electric spice grinder or a mortar and pestle. Keep blends fresh in containers with tight-fitting lids, and store them in a dark place as far away from heat sources as possible.

For most blends I prefer to make a small quantity right in the jar I plan to store it in. I simply measure the specified amounts into the container, then shake well. It’s that easy. You could also mix the ingredients in a glass or ceramic bowl, funneling the blend into the jar. Avoid plastic mixing bowls because they will sometimes stain or create static electricity. For these same reasons, if your funnel is plastic, you might prefer to use a rolled-up sheet of paper instead.

It is a snap to create blends from your favorite recipes. For the sake of convenience, I typically multiply the seasonings by four or six so that I have a blend for future use. When preparing the recipe, total up the measurements from all the herbs and spices and then add that amount of the spice blend. For example, if the original recipe calls for 1 teaspoon tarragon, 1/2 teaspoon dry mustard, and 1/4 teaspoon pepper, multiply these amounts by four. Measure 4 teaspoons tarragon, 2 teaspoons dry mustard, and 1 teaspoon pepper into a jar and shake well. Next time you make the recipe you would use 1 3/4 teaspoons of the blend.

The following recipes have worked for me for many years. You can use them as written or to spark ideas, or tinker with them to meet your own taste requirements. I came up with the chili powder blend by simply premixing all the herbs and spices that I had been adding individually to my own chili. Now, rather than opening and closing six bottles every time, I open one and use as much as needed.

Whether you use these recipes or create your own blends, you will enjoy knowing that the ingredients are fresh, the additives are gone, and the cost is about half. One Web site offered two-ounce blends for $4.50. I calculated the cost for two ounces of my Italian herbs to be $2.86. Now that’s what I call incentive.


Basic Beef Blend



This goes well anywhere beef does, such as in stroganoff or soup, on steaks, or as rub for ribs.

• 3 teaspoons leaf marjoram (dried)

• 2 1/2 teaspoons whole thyme (dried)

• 2 teaspoons granulated garlic

• 1 teaspoon ground black pepper

• 1 teaspoon salt

• 1/2 teaspoon dry mustard

Measure all ingredients into a jar and shake well.


Basic Chicken Blend



I think of this as my own poultry seasoning.

• 3 teaspoons sage, ground or cut and sifted

• 3 teaspoons whole thyme (dried)

• 2 teaspoons hot Hungarian paprika

• 1 teaspoon salt

Measure all ingredients into a jar and shake well.


Basic Pork Blend



Use this to season grilled pork chops, mix into ground pork for a quick sausage, or combine with olive oil for a marinade.

• 1 teaspoon ground sage

• 1 teaspoon whole thyme (dried)

• 1 teaspoon ground black pepper

• 1 teaspoon granulated garlic

Measure all ingredients into a jar and shake well.


Potato Spice



This is excellent with pan-fried potatoes or with boiled potatoes from which most of the cooking water has been drained. Add plenty of butter and plenty of the blend.

• 2 tablespoons (2.6 g) dried parsley

• 1 teaspoon paprika (hot or sweet)

• 3/4 teaspoon ground black pepper

• 3/4 teaspoon garlic salt

• 1/2 teaspoon onion salt

• 1/2 teaspoon dill weed (dried)

Measure all ingredients into a jar and shake well.

Economize Using Hand-Ground Grains


Cost savings

More than $1.50 per bread loaf; between $4 and 6.50 per week on cereals, depending on family size

Benefits

Healthy staples at an economy price if bought in bulk



For years, health-minded people have praised the merits of a diet rich in whole foods, and today even mainstream nutritionists are advising us to replace white bread with a variety of whole grains and whole grain products. Home grinders can help incorporate these important foods into our diets.

Whole grains, such as brown rice, wheat berries, millet, and rye, can all be boiled and eaten like white rice, but many people complain about the lengthy cooking times and boring results. With a grinder, these foods can be cracked to greatly reduce preparation time. For example, whole wheat berries require an hour or more of cooking, whereas cracked wheat can be ready in 10 minutes. Cracking also opens up myriad possibilities, including puddings, soups, cereals, salads, and pilafs, and flour in baked goods.

Furthermore, the bulk purchase and safe storage of staple and even exotic grains is remarkably inexpensive when compared to buying the breads, cereals, and so forth ready to eat from the store. Here, BackHome contributor Susan Grelock looks at the benefits of hand-grinding for home use.

With a little tenacity and imagination, I’ve incorporated my grain mill into everyday life, and it’s now an indispensable part of my kitchen. If you’ve ever tried grinding a hopper of grain by hand, no doubt you worked up quite a sweat while asking the obvious question, Why bother?

The health reasons are obvious, but a home mill also allows you to crack grain only as you need it. Even though cracked grains and flours are available in stores, they’re best cracked at home shortly before being used, to prevent spoilage. A whole dried corn kernel, for instance, will keep for years in its natural state, but once it’s cracked the oils quickly begin to oxidize and turn rancid. A home grinder gives you access to the more nutritious and sweeter-tasting fresh flours.

Cracking your own means you’ll be purchasing whole grains. These are almost always less expensive than milled grains. Because they store well, you can buy them in large quantities at an even more appreciable savings. I purchase a 50-pound sack of organic wheat berries from my local co-op for 27 cents a pound and store them in plastic buckets.

You can buy old mills at flea markets and yard sales; newer models—and replacement burrs and parts—are sold through health food stores and mail-order sources. Up until a few years ago, there wasn’t any question about what kind of grinder to get—they were all stone grinders. Today, the introduction of steel-burred grinders has opened up a few options.

THE DAILY GRIND

All of these perks don’t change the fact that if you want to grind grains by hand, you’re going to have to work at it. One of the keys is timing. Three loaves of wheat bread require 8 cups (1 kg) of flour; that’s about two full hoppers (which you’ll most likely want to run through twice to get a fine bread flour). This is not something to save for the last minute. Start grinding the day before you want to bake, spacing out the task during the day. I like to fill the hopper while I’m in the house working. I’ll grind just a little, perhaps 20 turns, bring in firewood, grind a little more, sweep the house. Before I know it, I have a big bowl of flour.

In our early days with our Corona grinder, I used it primarily for cracking small amounts of grains for hot cereal and other dishes. I advise anyone getting familiar with their mill to start by making cereal. Any whole grain can be cracked and boiled in water to produce an excellent porridge. (See Basic Hot Cereal recipe on page 51.) Even if you are not a hot “mush” fan, you might find freshly cracked cereals make a sweet, nutty porridge more enjoyable than packaged varieties.

You can also steam very coarsely cracked cereal to produce a quick-cooking dish to use like rice. This can be chilled and tossed with vegetables and vinaigrette to make a refreshing pilaf.

As you begin to substitute your own flour in recipes, remember that you’re making whole wheat flour, which will produce a different result than white flour. I have always substituted whole wheat for white flour in recipes and find that it give baked goods a deeper color and more interesting flavor, as well as extra nutrition. In working with hand-ground flour, you probably will never get it as fine as commercial flour. This means that it will be a little slower to absorb liquid in a dough. If a batter seems a little wetter than usual, let it sit for 5 minutes before adding more flour. For bread dough, you’ll probably have to knead a little longer than usual to help the flour absorb the liquid.

Of course, wheat is not the only grain worth cracking. A trip down the bulk aisle in a natural foods store will reveal a wide range of grains.

Wheat berries: Hard, soft, winter, spring, white, and red berries all make a good all-purpose flour. Soft wheat is best for pastry flour, suitable primarily for cookies and cakes.

Spelt and kamut: These are ancient varieties of wheat that have been rediscovered. They are subtly different from regular wheat but can be used interchangeably.

Rye berries: Whole rye flour turns rancid very quickly, and for this reason it is not generally produced commercially (“dark” rye flour is not whole). Grind your own as you need it, and enjoy the distinct, rich taste. Rye berries are soft and therefore difficult to grind, but because the strong flavor goes a long way you’ll need to add only a little to whole wheat batters. To make it easier to grind, mix rye in with wheat berries and mill them together.

Corn: Whole corn for grinding is available in blue or yellow, both used the same. Don’t use popcorn, which has been bred to have a thick hull. I could never go back to commercial cornmeal once I began making my own corn flour. Its sweet, fresh taste is vastly superior.

Brown Rice: There are generally three types of brown rice available: sweet, short, and long. Sweet rice is distinctly sticky and dense, so I prefer short and long grain for cooking. Brown rice makes a wonderful breakfast porridge that children, in particular, enjoy, and it’s especially good in pudding.

Millet: Millet is a staple grain in Asia and Africa, and because of its nutritional superiority is sometimes called the queen of grains. The tiny golden balls grind easily (a bonus). A low gluten content makes millet flour suitable only in small amounts in yeasted dough, but you can substitute a little for the flour in cookie, muffin, and pancake recipes. Millet also makes a wonderful breakfast porridge that is fluffy and light; when made thick it can be used as a side dish similar to mashed potatoes or as a bed for saucy bean dishes.

Stock up on a variety of grains and dust off that grinder. There’s a whole new world of grain cooking available if you’re willing to simply “lend a hand.”


Basic Hot Cereal



Follow these general instructions for a thick porridge that makes a great breakfast cereal and dinner side dish. Experiment with a variety of grains and blends; you’ll discover the diversity of flavors and textures among grains. Crack the chosen grain as desired; a fine grind will produce a creamy, smooth cereal, whereas a coarser grind will yield a chewier cereal.

Makes 4 servings

• 2 cups (475 ml) water

• 1 cup (100 g) cracked grain

• Salt

In a medium-size saucepan, stir together the water, grain, and salt. Bring to a boil, stirring occasionally with a whisk to prevent lumps. Reduce the heat to low, and cover. Stir occasionally and cook until the grain is tender, about 10 to 20 minutes, depending on the coarseness of cracked grain.

Variation: If you prefer a less creamy cereal, try gently sautéing the cracked grain in a little oil before adding the water.

Grow Your Own Sprouts and Save


Cost savings

Bought in 5-pound (2 kg) bulk, organic alfalfa sprout seeds cost about 45 cents an ounce; enough to make around $16 worth of grocery-bought sprouts

Benefits

Freshness, low cost, and a wide selection of sprout choices



Sprouts are tasty, versatile, and packed with vitamins and minerals—A through E plus G and K, calcium, magnesium, potassium, and others. Even better, sprouts grow fast and cost about 10 to 30 cents a pound. You can grow sprouts quickly with the bottle-gardening method. Here’s how to do it.


MATERIALS

• Seeds (1 tablespoon [7 g] small, such as alfalfa; or 3 tablespoons [21 g] large, such as mung beans)

• Wide-mouthed quart-size (1 L) canning jar

• Cheesecloth or nylon mesh

• Rubber or metal ring

• Wide bowl or glass baking pan




STEPS

1. Prepare the seeds. Put about 1 tablespoon (7 g) of small seeds or 3 tablespoons (21 g) of large seeds in a wide-mouthed quart-size (1 L) canning jar. Rinse the seeds thoroughly in fresh water, picking off any hulls or chaff. Pour off the rinse water, add about three times as much tepid (70° to 75°F, or 21° to 24°C) water as you have seeds, and put the jar in a warm, dark place overnight to allow the seeds to soak.

2. Flush the seeds. Fasten cheesecloth or nylon mesh over the jar’s open mouth with a rubber band or metal ring. Pour out the water (you can save it for soup stock). Flush the seeds with fresh water, then pour out the water.

3. Set the jar aside. Prop the jar, mouth down, inside a wide bowl or glass baking pan, so that any excess liquid will drain away from the seeds. Place the bowl and jar in a warm, dark place.

4. Repeat fresh-water rinse. Repeat steps 2 and 3 two or three times each day to keep the seeds fresh. Sprouts will “sprout” in three to six days. Alfalfa sprouts are generally ready when they are about 2 to 3 inches (5 to 7.5 cm) long, and mung bean sprouts should be 3 to 4 inches (7.5 to 10 cm) long. Grain sprouts should be only barely longer than the seed itself.

5. Green your sprouts. You can set near-ready sprouts in a semibright window for a few hours to “green” them. But be careful not to leave them in the sun too long or they will lose their nutritional power. (So much for typically bright green store-bought sprouts!) Better to leave the sprouts whitish or only barely green.



Make Herbal Vinegars


Cost savings

Between $2.50 and $9.00 per 12-ounce (355 ml) bottle, depending on how expensive your tastes are

Benefits

Flavorful and healthy vinegars for a fraction of the cost of store-bought



If your experience with vinegar has been limited to the plain cider variety, you’re missing a culinary treat. Herbal vinegars add an exciting taste to any food requiring vinegar, whether it’s vinaigrette dressing, meat marinade, fresh salad, or the old-fashioned pioneer favorite, vinegar pie. Herbal vinegars are also great for sharing with friends and, when presented in attractive bottles, they make pretty and practical gifts. Here, BackHome contributor Marcella Shaffer walks us through the basics of creating herbal vinegars.

All herbal vinegars start with a base vinegar. It’s best to use the more subtle and delicate varieties so they will not overpower the taste of the added herbs. Vinegars made from red and white wine, rice wine, and champagne are all good choices. Plain white distilled vinegar is good to use for more robust applications. When shopping for vinegars, it is not necessary to buy expensive brands, but white or colorless vinegars show off the ingredients inside the bottle, adding to the overall aesthetic value.

Many enthusiasts choose to make their own base vinegars from scratch, using fruits, wine, barley, and so forth, and saving the “mother” from each batch for the next. These homemade vinegars will work fine as a base for your herbal vinegars

UNDERSTANDING THE BASICS

There are two basic methods used in making herbal vinegars. The first is to place the herb in the bottle, fill it with base vinegar that has been boiled and cooled, and leave it to steep at room temperature for two or three weeks. After two weeks, taste for piquancy by putting a few drops on a piece of bread. After three weeks, if the flavor is not distinct enough for you, add more ingredients.

The second method produces faster results. Begin by bruising or crushing the flavoring ingredient, using use a pepper mill, coffee bean grinder, dull knife, or garlic press. Place it in a canning jar or other such container. Heat the base vinegar to boiling, and then pour it into the jar and cover it. Let the vinegar steep at room temperature. Some vinegars take just a few hours, while others may take a few days. Sample your vinegar for taste. When it has reached the desired strength of flavor, strain it though a coffee filter to remove debris, and pour it into the bottle. Add a small amount of the fresh ingredient for looks.

All vinegars will keep indefinitely at room temperature, though you should avoid storing your vinegar in direct sunlight. Although not absolutely necessary, boiling the base vinegar before using, as in the first method, will keep the “mother” from foaming and turning cloudy. Note: Because vinegar is high in acid, it does not generally support the growth of bacteria. However, some may still allow bacterial growth, especially if the containers or herbs are not cleansed properly. For more information on preparation and storage, visit cecalaveras.ucdavis.edu/vinegar.htm.

FINDING BOTTLES

When making herbal vinegars, go for looks as well as flavor. You can buy bottles designed especially for herbal vinegars from many sources selling herbs and other culinary supplies. Search for attractive or unique bottles at flea markets, antiques shops, and yard sales. Any bottle that can be washed and can be tightly sealed with a lid or cork will work. If the lid is metal, place a small piece of plastic wrap between the lid and the vinegar to prevent a reaction from the acid in the vinegar. You can buy inexpensive corks of several sizes at stores selling beer-making supplies.

Think recycled when searching for bottles. Look around your kitchen for empty sauce bottles such as those from Tabasco or Worcestershire, large-size containers from vanilla or other flavorings, and beer and wine bottles.

Soak the containers to remove the labels, and then replace these later with your own labels. Before using the containers, wash them thoroughly and sterilize them by filling them with boiling water. Let this sit for a few minutes, then pour it out and invert the bottles on a towel to dry. When wrapped in tissue paper and tied with raffia or ribbon, a “found” bottle filled with your own herbal vinegar makes a very presentable gift.

MAKING HERBAL VINEGARS

There are no hard-and-fast rules in making herbal vinegars; be guided by your own tastes and preferences. Use herbs whose flavors appeal to you and that are available fresh, either from your own garden or from the market. Don’t be afraid to experiment. You can make herbal vinegar with just a single herb or a combination of two or more. You can add allspice, dill, celery seed, peppercorns, or other spices for extra flavor; cinnamon sticks and spirals of lemon peel add zest as well as an attractive appearance.

To make a simple herbal vinegar, select the herb and rinse it under running water to remove dirt, and then pat it dry. Choose a bottle and prepare it, as described at left. For dill, tarragon, basil, thyme, and chervil, generally plan to use two large sprigs for each cup of base vinegar. Chive vinegar, however, will require more than just two stalks. If the flavor is not as strong as you like, add more of the herb (or herbs) and let it steep some more. If the flavor is too intense, dilute the mixture with more base vinegar.

USING HERBAL VINEGARS

Try adding basil vinegar to your favorite baked chicken or beef stew recipe, or sprinkle some over fresh tomatoes. Oregano vinegar is delicious on tomatoes, in pasta salads, or in almost any Italian dish. Cilantro or coriander vinegar adds rich flavor to salsa and other Mexican dishes. Any herbal vinegar is very good in homemade mayonnaise and potato salad.

Save Energy with Combination Cooking


Cost savings

Up to $1 per meal

Benefits

Saving time and energy cost



Leverage the energy-saving potential of your oven by cooking an entire meal at one time—the ultimate in dinner multitasking. This takes planning and preparation, but after you’ve done it once or twice, you’ll look forward to that last relaxed hour or so before dinnertime.

Start by choosing a menu, then assemble the baking dishes and arrange them in an unheated oven. Position them according to how much attention you must give the dish during cooking. (Set a dish that needs an occasional look or special attention, or one that takes less time than the others, toward the front.) Next, save time by gathering all ingredients before you begin preparing recipes.

The menus we’ve chosen include main dishes, side dishes, and desserts. Mix and match as you please, as every recipe is baked in a preheated 350°F (180°C or gas mark 4) oven.


Marbled Meat Loaf



Makes 6 to 8 servings.

• 1 large onion, peeled and thinly sliced

• 2 tablespoons (28 g) butter

• 1 teaspoon (6 g) garlic salt

• 2 cups (100 g) fresh bread crumbs (see sidebar, page 58)

• 1 10-ounce box (300 g) frozen chopped spinach

• 2 tablespoons (30 ml) soy sauce

• Freshly ground black pepper

• 2 pounds (900 g) lean ground beef

Cook the onion in the butter over medium heat, stirring frequently so it doesn’t burn, until a dark brown color. Chop, then mix with the other ingredients until well blended. Shape into a rounded oval and place in an oiled oven-proof dish. Bake for 1 hour at 350°F (180°C or gas mark 4). Serve with Rich Brown Sauce (see page 58) if desired.


Carrot Loaf



Makes 6 or more servings.

• 2 cups (450 g) carrots, peeled and chopped

• 1 cup (225 g) cottage cheese

• 2 eggs, beaten

• 1 tablespoon (15 g) flour

• 1 tablespoon (14 g) butter

• 2 tablespoons (30 g) packed brown sugar

• 2 teaspoons (2.6 g) chopped fresh parsley

• 1 teaspoon (6 g) salt

• Pinch of nutmeg

Cook the carrots, covered with water, until tender, about 15 minutes. Place in a blender or food processor with the remaining ingredients, and process until smooth. Pour into a buttered loaf pan, and place into a larger pan with water halfway up the sides of loaf pan. Bake for 55 to 60 minutes at 350°F (180°C or gas mark 4), until a knife inserted in the middle comes up clean. Remove to a rack to cool slightly; invert onto a platter.


Chicken Tetrazzini



Makes 6 servings.

• 1 cup (225 g) fettuccine pasta, cooked and drained

• 1 recipe Velouté sauce (see page 58)

• 4 tablespoons (55 g) butter

• 3 skinned and boned chicken breasts, halved

• 2 cups (140 g) sliced mushrooms

• 1/2 teaspoon (1.1 g) ground nutmeg

• 1/2 cup (+120 ml) white wine

• 1/2 cup (50 g) freshly grated Parmesan

Butter a shallow 2-quart (2 L) baking dish. Toss the cooked and drained fettuccine with the sauce, and spread in dish. Melt 2 tablespoons (28 g) of the butter in a skillet and lightly sauté the chicken, browning on all sides. Arrange on top of the fettuccine.

Melt the remaining butter in a skillet, add the mushrooms, and toss to coat. Cook on high heat until the mushrooms brown around the edges. Sprinkle with nutmeg and blend in the wine. Pour over the chicken, arranging so the mushrooms are spread evenly. Sprinkle with fresh Parmesan and bake for 45 minutes at 350°F (180°C or gas mark 4).


Eggplant Parmesan



Makes 6 servings.

• 1 onion, peeled and chopped

• 3 tablespoons (42 g) butter

• 2 8-ounce cans (225 g) tomato sauce

• 1/4 cup (10 g) chopped basil leaves

• 1 1/2 teaspoons (9 g) garlic salt

• Freshly ground pepper

• 1 large eggplant, peeled and cut into 1/2-inch (1.3 cm) slices

• 1 egg, beaten

• 1/2 cup (62 g) all-purpose flour

• Oil for frying

• 1 cup (225 g) mozzarella, sliced

• 1/2 cup (50 g) freshly grated Parmesan

Sauté the onion in the butter until limp but not browned. Mix in the tomato sauce, basil leaves, garlic salt, and pepper, and bring to a boil. Reduce the heat, and simmer the sauce for 15 minutes. Set aside.

Dip each eggplant slice into the egg and then the flour, and brown on both sides in the hot oil. Drain well.

Place a layer of eggplant in the bot tom of a buttered ovenproof dish, topping each slice with mozzarella and some of the sauce. Repeat until all the eggplant is used. Sprinkle the Parmesan over all, and bake for 45 minutes at 350°F (180°C or gas mark 4). Brown under the broiler for 1 or 2 minutes until bubbly on top.


Lemon Pudding



Makes 6 servings.

• 3 eggs, separated

• 2 lemons

• 2 tablespoons (28 g) butter, softened

• 3/4 cup (150 g) sugar

• 1 cup (235 ml) milk

• 2 tablespoons (28 g) flour

Beat the egg whites until firm; set aside. Juice the lemons and grate the rind; set aside.

Beat the butter and sugar until creamy. Add the egg yolks one at a time. Add the milk, flour, and lemon juice, and beat well. Fold in the grated lemon rind. Fold in the beaten egg whites. Pour into a 2-quart (30 × 20 cm) baking dish set in a pan of hot water coming halfway up the sides of the baking dish. Bake for 50 to 60 minutes at 350°F (180°C or gas mark 4).


Asparagus in Ham Blankets



Makes 6 servings.

• 1 1/2 cups (290 g) white rice, uncooked, rinsed, and drained

• 3 cups (710 ml) chicken broth or water

• 6 slices cooked ham, cut in half

• 24 asparagus spears, washed and trimmed

• 12 toothpicks

• 1 recipe Velouté sauce (see sidebar, page 58)

• 1/2 cup (55 g) grated Swiss cheese

Butter a 9 × 13-inch (20 × 30 cm) baking dish. Spread the uncooked rice in the bottom, and slowly pour the hot chicken broth or water over. Place 2 asparagus spears on each piece of ham, and roll up, fastening each with a toothpick. Arrange over the rice, cover tightly with foil, and bake for 45 minutes at 350°F (180°C or gas mark 4). Heat the Velouté sauce and blend in the Swiss cheese. Carefully remove the foil, pour the warmed Velouté mixture over all, and return to the oven for 15 additional minutes. Place under the broiler for an additional 1 or 2 minutes if desired.


Creamy Chocolate Pudding



Makes 6 servings.

• 2 squares unsweetened chocolate

• 3 cups (710 ml) scalded milk

• 1 1/2 cups (75 g) firm, fresh bread crumbs (see sidebar)

• 3/4 cup (150 g) sugar

• 3 tablespoons (42 g) melted butter

• 2 eggs, slightly beaten

• 1 teaspoon (15 ml) vanilla extract

• Pinch of salt

Butter a 2-quart (30 × 20 cm) baking dish. Melt the chocolate in the hot milk, and blend until smooth. Add the bread crumbs and let cool. Add the remaining ingredients and mix well. Pour into a buttered dish, and bake for 50 to 60 minutes at 350°F (180°C or gas mark 4), until set.


Sauces

These two sauce recipes can be doubled or tripled and kept in the freezer in small portions, ready for use.

Rich Brown Sauce

• 2 tablespoons (28 g) butter

• 3 tablespoons (30 g) finely chopped onion

• 3 tablespoons (42 g) flour

• 1 cup (235 ml) hot beef broth

• 1 tablespoon (15 ml) Worcestershire sauce

• Salt and pepper to taste.

Cook the onion in the butter in a heavy-bottomed pan or skillet. Add the flour, and continue to cook until it’s a dark brown color, about 10 minutes. Add the hot broth and bring to a boil, stirring constantly until thickened, about 1 minute. Blend in the Worcestershire sauce, and taste before adding salt and pepper. Makes about 1 cup (235 ml).

Sauce Velouté

• 2 tablespoons (28 g) butter

• 3 tablespoons (42 g) flour

• 1 cup (235 ml) hot chicken broth

• 1/2 cup (+120 ml) half-and-half

• Salt and pepper to taste

Melt the butter in a heavy-bottomed pan or skillet. Stir in the flour, and blend well. Cook over medium heat 2 minutes, stirring constantly to keep from burning. Add the hot chicken broth, continuing to stir as sauce thickens. Bring to a boil, lower the heat, and cook for 2 more minutes. Add the half-and-half and blend thoroughly. Taste before seasoning further. Makes about 1-1/2 cups (355 ml).

Bread Crumbs

To make soft bread crumbs, place cut-up pieces of firm bread, crusts trimmed, in a blender or food processor, and process until no large pieces remain. To make buttered bread crumbs, lightly toast slices of firm bread, butter them, and place in broken pieces in a blender or food processor, processing until no large pieces remain.



Eat Raw Foods for Enzymes and Save Energy


Cost savings

About $11 per week, based on several substitutions in a weekly menu, plus savings in cooking costs

Benefits

Saving energy, eating “living” foods



Going raw is nutritious, convenient and easy on your wallet if you rely on your garden for meals. Make the most of enzyme-rich foods by eating them as is (or dehydrating them). BackHome contributor Anna Lauer Roy shares how.

Eating living foods enlivens our own life forces. It may be clichéd, but as they say, you are what you eat. Raw or “living” foods are foods that have not been heated above 115°F (46°C). In their raw form, fruits, vegetables, nuts, legumes, and grains contain enzymes that are essential to optimal digestion and absorption of a food’s nutrients. Cooking a food kills virtually all of its enzymes. Eating even a few raw-food meals a week can help supply your body with the living enzymes that assist blood cells in all the work they do toward keeping your bodily systems vital.

Most of us eat a lot of raw produce (green salads and fresh summer fruits, for example) in the spring and summer, but as fall and winter approach, it can seem less obvious to eat foods in their living and most energy-packed form. Some people crave warmer, richer fare as cold weather sets in. But there are delicious, fun, and hearty ways to turn fall harvest produce into nourishing and sumptuous meals. In fact, autumn is a prime time to experiment in the art of living foods preparation because of the abundance, variety, and nutritive wealth that we reap from harvests of produce such as winter squashes, pears, and root vegetables in September and October.

In the fall and winter when fresh greens are becoming scarcer, sprouting seeds and grains indoors will keep your family rich in fresh, leafy, and very local greens. Sprouts make beautiful garnishes, sandwich fillings, and snacks. Also, you can make green salads entirely from sprouts, as Sprouted Leafy Greens Salad (below).

The following menu, which serves four, was created to make the most of fall’s bounty and to celebrate the richer, earthier flavors that we sometimes have a hunger for at that time of year.


Sprouted Leafy Greens Salad



Makes 4 servings

• 2 cups (100 g) sprouted sunflower seed greens

• 2 cups (100 g) sprouted buckwheat greens

• 2 cups (100 g) sprouted pea greens (or any combination of sprouts or other greens available)

• 4 tablespoons (60 ml) olive oil

• 2 tablespoons (28 ml) apple cider vinegar

• 1 teaspoon honey

• 1/2 teaspoon ground dry mustard

• 1/2 teaspoon ground cumin

• Sea salt

• Black pepper

Toss the sprouts in a serving bowl. Whisk together the oil, vinegar, honey, mustard, cumin, and salt and pepper to taste in a separate bowl. Dress the sprouts salad with some or all of the dressing. Garnish with nasturtium petals or other edible flower petals if available.

Note: Sprouted seeds, grains, and nuts are high in lecithin, vitamins C and E, niacin, and much, much more.


Carrot-Ginger Soup



Makes 4 servings

• 5 large carrots, diced

• 1/3 cup (80 ml) extra-virgin olive oil

• 1/4 cup (60 g) raw tahini

• 3 tablespoons (45 ml) nama shoyu (raw soy sauce)

• 3 tablespoons (45 ml) apple cider vinegar

• 3 tablespoons (18 g) diced fresh ginger (amount can be varied according to taste)

• 2 teaspoons honey

• 1 clove garlic (amount can be varied according to taste)

• 1/2 teaspoon ground licorice root or ground aniseed

• Pinch each of cinnamon, cumin, cardamom, turmeric, curry, and (optional) cayenne pepper

Combine all ingredients in a food processor and blend until very smooth. The soup is delicious at this stage, or, if desired, press through a strainer to remove pulp. You can heat the soup very gently if you wish, but be sure not to heat above about 115°F (46°C) to ensure that the living enzymes stay intact. For a quick garnish, make carrot curls with a vegetable peeler.

Note: Raw carrots are an excellent source of vitamin A and potassium; they contain vitamin C, vitamin B6, thiamine, folic acid, and magnesium. Raw ginger, among its many heroic capacities, has been shown to im prove circulation, curb nausea, aid digestion, and be soothing for cold symptoms and sore throats.


Pumpkin Dumplings in Tomato-Sage Sauce



Dumplings

Makes 4 servings

• 3 cups (360 g) diced pumpkin

• 1 cup (100 g) raw walnuts

• 1/2 cup (118 ml) extra-virgin olive oil

• 1 tablespoon (2 g) dried sage (or use fresh if you have it)

• Sea salt

• Black pepper

Place all the ingredients except salt and pepper in a food processor and process until smooth; add salt and pepper to taste. Scoop teaspoonsful of the dough onto the dehydrator sheets, forming half-moon shapes, and flatten them slightly with the back of a spoon. They should be thin enough to dry through to the middle. Dehydrate for about 8 hours, or until the dumplings are crispy and come easily off the dehydrator trays. (Once dried through, they can be kept in the dehydrator at its lowest setting until you’re ready to serve them.)

Note: Raw pumpkin is rich in antioxidant carotenoids, especially alpha and beta-carotenes, and it is full of vitamins C, K, and E, as well as magnesium, potassium, and iron.


Tomato-Sage Sauce



• 1/2 cup (118 ml) olive oil

• 2 large tomatoes

• 1 tablespoon (2 g) dried sage (or fresh)

• Sea salt

Cut the stem base out of the top of each tomato, peel the skin off, and squeeze out the seeds. (You can compost the peels and seeds.) Put all of the ingredients in a blender and blend until smooth. (Optionally: Put the mixture in a bowl and place it on top of the dehydrator to warm for the last hour or so of dehydrating the dumplings.) Top the dumplings with the sauce and serve while still warm. Garnish with more fresh sage if available.

Note: If you dry these in a food dehydrator, which is the preferred method, you will need to allow about 8 hours drying time before serving; if you do not have a dehydrator, see sidebar for oven drying instructions.


Dehydrating Dumplings in Your Oven

Turn your oven to the very lowest setting. Grease baking sheets with olive or sunflower oil and scoop teaspoonfuls of the dough onto the baking sheets; flatten them slightly with the back of a spoon. They should be thin enough to dry through to the middle. Put the dumplings into the oven and leave the door ajar. This will keep some air flowing through the oven and will ensure that the oven temperature doesn’t rise too high. Monitor the dumplings: When the tops seem dry (after an hour or two), flip them over with a spatula and continue to dry. In the oven, they should take anywhere from 2 to 4 hours to dry. When they look dry on the outside, test one to see if it is dried through.



Pickle Foods With Appeal


Cost savings

Averages about $1.68 per quart (1 L)

Benefits

Healthful and fresh pickled goods for eating or putting up



Pickling is one of the oldest methods of preserving foods, known to have been practiced at least 4,000 years ago. While there are many references to pickling throughout recorded history, one of the most interesting to North and South Americans is that Amerigo Vespucci (the Americas are named after him) was a major supplier of pickled foods to oceangoing ships; the pickles helped protect sailors from scurvy.

Here, contributor Patricia Rutherford offers a few of her favorite pickle and pickled food recipes to confirm that a variety of foods can be delicious when pickled.


Note: Since the latest canning practices advise subjecting pickles and relishes to a boiling-water bath—15 minutes for pint (475 ml) jars, 20 minutes for quarts (946 ml)—we recommend you add this schedule to the five recipes that follow.




Ginger Pickles



These pickles are also known as old-fashioned 14-day pickles. They take longer to make than others, but they’re worth the time. You’ll need a 4- to 5-gallon (17.2 to 18.9 L) soup pot as well as a large crock for the process, and 15 pint (475 ml) jars for canning.

• 7 pounds (3.2 kg) 4- to 5-inch (10 to 13 cm) pickling cucumbers (about 36)

• 1 cup (225 g) pickling salt (not iodized)

• Green grape leaves (see recipe)

• 6 cups (1.4 L) vinegar

• 4 ounces (115 g) ground ginger

• 4 pounds (1.8 kg) sugar, plus 2 cups (400 g)

• Stick cinnamon (see recipe)

• Celery seed (see recipe)

For crisper pickles, soak the cucumbers in ice water for 4 to 5 hours. Then make a brine of 1 cup (300 g) salt to 1 gallon (3.8 L) water in the soup pot, and soak the cucumbers in it for 7 days, keeping the cukes under the brine with a weighted plate. After 7 days, remove from brine, wash, and cover with fresh water. Keep for three days, changing water every day.

Empty the pot, then into it place alternating layers of cucumbers and grape leaves until the cucumbers are used up. Add 2 cups (475 ml) of vinegar and enough cold water to cover. Bring to a full rolling boil, then pour through a colander, discarding the liquid.

Cut the cucumbers into 1-inch (2.5 cm) -thick pieces. In the pot, bring 2 gallons (7.6 L) of water to a boil and add the ground ginger. After stirring, add the cucumbers. Let stand overnight, stirring occasionally when convenient. In the morning, drain the cucumbers and place in a crock. In a pot, bring 4 cups (950 ml) of vinegar and 4 pounds (1.8 kg) of sugar to a boil. Sprinkle stick cinnamon and celery seed over the pickles in the crock, and mix throughout. Pour the hot vinegar-sugar syrup over. Let stand overnight.

In the morning, drain the syrup into a pot, add 1 cup (200 g) of sugar, bring to a boil, and pour back over the cucumbers in the crock. Let stand overnight, and repeat the next day, adding 1 more cup (200 g) of sugar, boiling, the returning to the crock, and standing overnight.

On the final day, have sterilized pint (475 ml) jars and lids ready. Put the cucumbers and syrup into the pot, bring to a boil, and seal in the sterilized jars. Yields 15 pints.


Dill Pickles



• 12 pints (5.5 kg) 3-inch (7.6 cm) (straight) cucumbers

• 6 teaspoons (about 12 g) pickling spice

• 12 dill flower heads

• 2 quarts (1.9 L) vinegar

• 1 quart (946 ml) water

• 1 cup (300 g) coarse salt

Scrub the cucumbers and soak them in cold water overnight. The next day, sterilize 6-quart (5.7 L) canning jars and lids. Place a teaspoon of pickling spice and 2 dill flower heads into each jar. Dry the cucumbers and pack them closely into the jars.

Bring the vinegar, water, and salt to a boil, pour it over the cucumbers in the jars, and seal them. It’s best to wait at least five days for the pickles to ripen before serving. Yields 6 quarts.


Apple and Onion Relish



• 20 green tomatoes

• 8 apples

• 4 red bell peppers

• 8 onions

• 3 cups (600 g) sugar

• 3 cups (720 ml) vinegar

• 3 tablespoons (54 g) salt

• 1 teaspoon (2.3 g) ground cinnamon

• 1 teaspoon (2 g) celery seed

Have ready 9 sterilized pint (475 ml) jars with lids. Finely dice the first four ingredients. Combine in a pot and stir in the remaining ingredients. Bring to a boil, pack into the jars, and seal. Yields 9 pints.


Pepper Relish



• 24 green bell peppers

• 12 onions

• 1 cup (120 g) finely diced celery

• 2 cups (480 ml) vinegar

• 2 1/2 cups (500 g) sugar

• 3 tablespoons (54 g) salt

Bring about 1 quart (946 ml) of water to a boil. Meanwhile, finely dice the peppers and onions, and place them in a pot with the celery. Pour boiling water over to cover; let sit 20 minutes. Drain off the water and add the vinegar, sugar, and salt to the vegetables in the pot. Cook for 20 to 30 minutes. Sterilize the pint (475 ml) jars and lids. When the relish is ready, pack it into the jars and seal them. Yields 6 to 8 pints (depending on size of vegetables).


Pickled Peaches



• 1 peck (16 pounds, or 7.3 kg) clingstone peaches

• 3 cloves per peach, heads removed

• 7 cups (1,400 g) sugar

• 4 cups (960 ml) vinegar

Sterilize four quart (946 ml) jars and lids. Pour boiling water over the peaches, drain immediately, and peel. You may want to spray the peeled peaches with a light solution of lemon juice and water to keep them from turning dark.

Pierce each peach with 3 cloves (the heads are removed to keep the syrup from darkening). In a pot, stir together the sugar and vinegar until the sugar is dissolved, while bringing to a boil. Add the peaches and simmer for about 10 minutes or until tender. Transfer the peaches from the pot into the jars, and pour the boiling syrup over. Seal at once. Yields 4 quarts.

Preserve and Economize with Water-Bath Canning


Cost savings

Putting up your own garden produce can cost less than 10 percent of what it costs to purchase canned foods

Benefits

Knowing the food you preserve is safe and fresh, and made with recipes of your choosing



Before supermarkets were stocked with canned groceries, people relied on water-bath canning to preserve their summer’s bounty. Today, it’s a great way to save money and extend the life of your garden goodies. Here, BackHome contributor Kim Erikson explains the art of water-bath canning.

There’s really no mystery to water-bath canning. Acidic food is placed in sealed glass containers and submerged in boiling water for a specified amount of time. Before you start, you’ll need to invest in some supplies that you’ll use over again: a water-bath canner and good, quality jars.

Often made of graniteware, a water-bath canner looks like a giant soup pot and comes in 21-quart (19.8 L) and 33-quart (31.2 L) sizes. It should come with a rack for holding the jars during processing. Many housewares stores stock them or can order one for you. You’ll also need good quality Mason jars such as Ball or Kerr, which you can purchase at most grocery stores. Avoid using Aunt Heddy’s antique canning jars, and never use commercial food jars—the kind store-bought mayonnaise or pickles come in. They are too thin to take the heat and cooling and can crack and chip easily. Since canning jars can be reused, consider your purchase a worthwhile, long-term investment.

You’ll also need to purchase screw bands and lids that fit your jars. Screw bands can be reused as long as they haven’t rusted. The lids, however, are used only once because the sealing compound can’t seal adequately after its initial use. Once you’ve eaten your home-canned goodies, throw the lid away.

EASY AS 1, 2, 3

The two keys to successful canning are planning and careful attention to the processing instructions and the recipe. First, gather your supplies. You’ll need:

• assorted bowls

• measuring spoons and cups

• knives, tongs, a slotted spoon, a ladle

• colander

• dish towels

• jar lifter

• wide-mouthed funnel

• jars (half-pint [235 ml], pint [475 ml], and quart [946 ml] sizes)

[image: Image]

STEP 1: Prepare the canner. Place the rack inside the canner and fill it with enough water to cover the jars by 2 inches (5 cm). Set the canner over high heat and replace the lid. It takes a while for the water to boil, so start early. Start heating a large pot of water in which to sterilize the jars.

STEP 2: Sterilize the jars. Carefully check the jars, discarding any with nicks, chips, and cracks, especially around the rim. Wash usable jars in hot, soapy water or run them through the dishwasher. Sterilize the jars by placing them in the pot of boiling water for at least 15 minutes. Once they’re sterilized, they can be held in the hot water until you’re ready to fill them.

STEP 3: Wash lids. Wash the lids and screw bands in hot, soapy water. Place the lids in a shallow bowl and pour boiling water over them to soften the sealing compound.

STEP 4: Prepare your food. Select fresh, high-quality produce, preferably picking it the same day you process it. Wash the food, then prepare it according to the recipe. Unless otherwise instructed, cut the food into pieces approximately the same size and shape. Not only does the food process more uniformly, the finished product looks more attractive.

STEP 5: Fill the jars. There are two methods for filling jars: cold pack and hot pack. Cold pack, also called “raw pack,” is used for some fruits and most pickles. Raw food is placed in the jars and then boiling liquid is poured over it. Cold-packed food usually requires a longer processing period. Hot pack requires cooking the food before it’s placed in the jars. Jams, jellies, sauces, and fruit purees use the hot-pack method.

[image: Image]

A word about headspace: Leave some room between the top of the food and the jar’s lid (usually about 1/2 inch, or 1.25 cm) to allow for expansion of the jar’s contents while processing.

With your tongs, carefully lift the sterilized jars out of the scalding water and set them on a clean dish towel. For cold pack: Place the food in the jar, arranging it as neatly as possible. Using a wide-mouthed funnel, quickly pour the hot liquid over the raw food, remembering to leave 1/2 inch (1.25 cm) of headspace.

[image: Image]
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For hot pack: insert the wide-mouthed funnel into the first jar and fill it with the hot, cooked mixture. Repeat until all the jars have been filled. Quickly place a hot lid on top of each jar, wiping the rim with a clean, damp sponge to remove spilled food before securing the lid with a screw band.

STEP 6: Submerge jars. Using the jar lifter, place the jars into the boiling water-bath canner, making sure the jars are upright. Water should completely cover the jars. Replace the canner’s lid and process for the amount of time specified in your recipe.

STEP 7: Allow jars to cool. When the food has finished processing, transfer the jars from the canner to a heatproof surface. Let the jars sit until they’re completely cool to the touch. You should hear a loud popping sound as the lids complete their sealing process. Then, test the seal by pressing down on the center of each lid. There should be no give. If the lid moves up and down at all, store the jar in the refrigerator. Tighten the screw bands and label each jar with the contents and date of processing. Store your finished product in a cool, dry place.

Now that you have the basics, you can try an applesauce recipe. Other books to consult include the Ball Blue Book: The Guide to Home Canning and Freezing (Alltrista Corporation) and The Big Book of Preserving the Harvest by Carol W. Costenbader (Storey Publishing).


Applesauce



Yield: 4 pints

• 20 large, firm apples

• 4 cups (946 ml) water

• 1 tablespoon (14 ml) lemon juice

• Sugar

• 1 teaspoon ground cinnamon

Peel, quarter, and core the apples, removing bruised spots. As each apple is prepared, place in a bowl of cold water to which 1 tablespoon of lemon juice has been added. When all the apples have been prepared, drain and rinse under fresh water. Place in a large pot with the 4 cups (946 ml) of water and bring to a boil. Reduce the heat, and simmer until tender. Mash apples until smooth. Add sugar to taste along with the cinnamon. Return the mixture to a boil, stirring constantly. Ladle into hot, sterilized pint (475 ml) jars, leaving a 1/2-inch (1.3 cm) headspace. Seal. Process for 25 minutes.

[image: Image]

Observe Canning Safety Rules


Cost savings

The savings in cost are in the canning itself, but these precautions still have value

Benefits

Reducing the risk of burn injuries or possible illness from spoiled foods



Home canning has become extremely popular as people realize the cost and health benefits of preserving food from their own gardens. But canning safety is an important matter that cannot be rushed through or ignored. Here are a dozen tips for maintaining safe canning practices when you put up your harvest.

1. Foods that are high in acid, such as fruits and tomatoes, can be canned in a boiling water bath canner. Low-acid foods, such as most vegetables, will need to be processed in a pressure cooker.

2. Extremes hot and cold temperatures will crack jars. Put hot food into hot jars, and do not put hot jars onto cold surfaces.

3. Remove air bubbles with a rubber spatula or a wooden spoon; air bubbles encourage spoilage.

4. Always check a jar of food before serving it. It should look and smell normal and the jar should be sealed firmly. Simmer all low-acid foods for 15 minutes before serving. If there are any “off” odors, throw the food out.

5. Using a jar with a tiny chip in the top or a small crack in the side will result in either a broken jar or an incomplete seal. Check all jars carefully before you fill them.

6. Adjust your processing time according to altitude. Most charts are calculated to altitudes of 1,000 feet (305 m) or less. Increase the processing time by 5 minutes for altitudes of 1,000 to 3,000 feet (305 to 900 m), 10 minutes for altitudes of 3,000 to 6,000 feet (0.9 to 1.8 km), and 15 minutes for altitudes of 6,000 to 8,000 feet (1.8 to 2.4 km).

7. Add more boiling water to the canner if water does not cover the tops of the jars by at least 1 inch (2.5 cm).

8. Always use the wire rack of your canning pot, as the boiling water must circulate under, around, and over the jars. The wire rack will prevent overheating and cracking of the jar bottoms and keep the jars from knocking together.

9. Don’t invert your jars when removing them from the canner. It can interfere with the sealing process and hinder cooling.

10. Always check the seal as you store the jars. Each jar lid should be indented in the center, without giving as you press down with a finger. If it makes a noise or if it can be pushed down, it is not sealed and must either be reprocessed with a new lid or be eaten immediately.

11. Don’t attempt to double canning-manual recipes or otherwise alter them. You may run into problems, especially if you are a beginner.

12. Always be careful of steam escaping the canner and the hot jars—it can burn you. Lift the canner lid away from you to let the steam escape safely.




End of sample
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