






Cover it with salt 

cS 
alting meat, while a good means of 
preservation, wasn't as widely used 
as some other methods simply 

because of the expense involved. Though 
salting recipes vary, all by their very 
nature require a significant amount of 
salt-some recipes called for nearly half 
as much salt as meat- and top-quality 
meat. 6 Meat that was preserved in this 
way had to literally be "worth its salt"-
in prime condition. In places remote from 
naturally occuning salt sources-the 
ocean, rock salt residues from prehistoric 
seas, and natural salt springs-it was quite 
expensive. As a result, meat in those areas 
was generally preserved in other ways. In 
places where salt was plentiful, however, 
salting provided an excellent means of 
meat preservation. 

The big cheese 
ermentation is generally 
associated with beer and wine 

Heirloom recipes aren't always safe 
you found Great Aunt Bertha's pickle recipe, and you're thinking you'd like 

to try it out? Think again. There are several re_asons to �t�r�e�a�s�~�e� that recipe as a 
family heirloom-and keep it as far from the kitchen as posstble. 

1. There's no guarantee that Aunt Bertha's pickles were safe even when she made 
them. Consider the tragic-and possibly apocryphal--case of the Southern Oregon 
family that was nearly wiped out at a family reunion. Somebody brought �s�o�n�~�e� pickled 
asparagus, which apparently just about everyone loved. The asparagus was tamted, and 
most of the family died as a result. 

2. The second reason using that old recipe might not be such a good idea is that 
we really can't be sure exactly what went into it. Take vinegar, for instance. For a 
housewife a century ago, vinegar was one of those things she 
made at home.13 As it turned out, vinegar can be, and was, 
made from just about anything, which meant that there was 
no way of determining how much vinegar was needed to 
completely pickle the fruit or vegetable. There's no way of 
knowing how strong Aunt Bettha's vinegar was. Even if you 
follow the recipe to the letter, your pickles will probably not 
tum out like hers did-and might not even be safe. 

3. The third reason to leave that recipe in the scrapbook is 
that vegetables and fmits have come a long way in the last 
century. As a result of genetic manipulation, grafting, and 
biological engineering, their acidic makeup may not be what 
it was in Aunt Bertha's day. A recipe written to work with 
Aunt Bertha's vegetables may come out very differently for 
you-and again, might be deadly. 

This jar 
of pickles 
from the 
Beekman pantry collection is of 
questionable age and safety. 

production today, and cettainly 
it has been used for thousands of 
years to produce alcoholic beverages 
from just about anything that could 
be thrown in a pot. However, 
fetmentation also produced things 
like cheese and butter. Fermenting 
had two advantages: it provided a 
way to preserve food value, and it 
produced alcoholic beverages such 
as wine, beer, mead, sake-the list is 
nearly infinite. 

�~�l�l�l�f�J�R� .. 

A tub for mashing fruit, glass carboys for 
fermentation and a barrel for storing and aging, 
make up a wine-making outfit from the 1920s­

in this case for producing fig wine. 

Fermentation preserved food 
value, but it also transformed the 
food undergoing the process more 
than other preservation methods. 
Milk became a bewildering variety 
of cheeses; fruits became wine; 
grain became beer, and, when 
distilled, whiskey; honey became 
mead; cabbage became sauerkraut. 

Sauerkraut, while traditionally a German 
dish, was so popular nationwide that 
there's even an Appalachian folk song 
that sets the recipe to music.' 
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Butter extended the useful life of milk. It took a chum to 
make the butter, the bowl and paddles to separate the 
solids from the liquid, and butter molds for making 
cubes and blocks. 

They don't mal{e it 
like they used to 

ermentation also produced vinegar, 
a key ingredient in pickling. A 
ood preservation method that was-

and is-frequently combined with canning, 
pickling relies on vinegar to create an 
acidic environment. While just about 
everything from strawberries to venison 
to cucumbers could be, and was, pickled, 
the recipes that seem to have stood the 
test of time the best are for pickled 
cucumbers.8 In fact, the term "pickles" 
has become synonymous with them. 
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varied so much that old pickle recipes were often 
unsafe. The vinegar used to make the pickles often wasn't as 
strong as commercial vinegar, and not strong enough to really 
make the pickles safe to eat. Vinegar is standardized now." 

Checl{ for nicl{S and use 
new lids 

Preserved foods including fruit jam and wine or ale were a 
part of the menu at this pioneer campsite in the 1890s. 

$
ince the invention of the canning jar in 1809, canning 
steadily increased in popularity until it~ h~yday in the . 
1930s. "Home canning became a necess1ty m the DepressiOn, 

especially for rural families," says Gregg. "You could save seed 
over the winter, grow your own fiuits and vegetables, harvest and 
can or dry them, and save the seed for the next year. It was a way 
to feed your family without spending money."'0 

Which is not to say that the pickles of today taste like pickles 
used to. My grandfather used to complain that "they just doesn't 
taste like my Ma's. They're too sour." Apparently my great­
grandmother- like most farm wives in her day-fetmented her own 
vinegar, which she used to make her pickles. And apparently her 
vinegar, like most home-brewed vinegar in her day, wasn't as 
strong as the commercially produced vinegar used in pickles 
today. Great-grandma's vinegar was pretty typical. The cookery 
books from her era advised cooks to use "strong" vinegar in 
pickling. How to determine when vinegar was "strong" w~s not 
addressed. Apparently it was something each cook deterillllled 
for herself. 

Canned foods weren 't, and aren't, just dropped in a jar and 
sealed; they first had to be cooked and specially prepared with 
some sort of preservative; sugar, salt, spices, and vinegar were 
some of the most common. Fruits might be turned into preserves; 

Cookbooks from the era specifically advised against using 
commercially produced vinegar. Some, like nineteenth-century 
homemaking maven Eliza Leslie, went so far as to claim that 
"much of the vinegar sold in stores is concocted of pernicious 
drugs ... what is shamefully called the best white wine vinegar is 
frequently slow poison." Oysters cooked in it tut:ned t? _"ra~s, ~nd 
are soon entirely eaten up, or dissolved mto a thin wh1t1sh liqmd, 
fit for nothing but to throw away."9 Leslie put it down to toxins in 
the vinegar. Janice Gregg, an extension agent for Oregon State 
University, offers another explanation: "Homemade vinegar 

This tableau of meticulously canned fruits and vegetables earned 
second prize for the proud members of the Live Oak Grange at 

the 1936 Josephine County Fair. 

Does this smell 
funny to you? 

ood covered with mold or in an 
advanced state of decay is easy to spot. 

But how did our great-grandparents 
know about some of the less obvious ways 
food went bad? They devised tests. 

Canning using brass and copper kettles was 
an established practice, in spite of the fact that 
foods cooked and left standing in the pot 
reacted with the brass or copper to produce 
acetate of copper, or canker-also called 
verdiglis. While the obvious solution would 
seem to be not using a copper kettle (and 
eventually they did disappear), crafty canners 
devised simple chemistry expeliments to let 
them know if their canned food was safe to 
eat. How did they do it? They put a 
teaspoonful of the preserves into a cup, 
poured 30 drops of vinegar over it, and stirred 
it with a clean knitting or darning needle. If 

canker was present, the needle ttuned red. 
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If no red had appeared after six to eight 
hours, the preserves were declared safe. 14 

Meat, another food that can become 
dangerous without showing obvious signs of 
decay, was often stored in a granite box down 
a well, in a splinghouse, or in a running 
stream. Homemakers were advised to set the 
box in a stream and watch the water flow over 
the meat. As long as the meat remained finnly 
on the bottom of the box it was safe. When it 
stmted to float it had to be used immediately. 

"The outside may be somewhat whitened, 
but the flavor will be uninjured," says tum-of­
the-century home economist Sidney Morse. 
He further advises that meat that has perhaps 
failed the "float" test can be used if one 
applies "a solution of chlolide of soda by 
means of a soft clean brush or sponge. With 
this quickly wash over the tainted portions 
and Iinse immediately with fresh water. 
Afterwm·ds broil or roast the meat so as to 
expose the tainted portion to a high 
temperature and char it with the heat."' 5 

meat might be salted; vegetables 
might be pickled. In every case, 
the canned food was then sealed 
and subjected to further heat to kill 
the decay-causing bacteria and 
seal the jars, preserving a sterile 
environment. 

Louis Pasteur's discoveries in 
the 1860s put canning on a new, 
scientific, footing." By the late 
1800s and early 1900s, how-to 
manuals provided not only detailed 
canning instructions, but scientific 
explanations for those 
instructions. 12 However, canning 
really wasn't a reliable way of 
keeping low-acid foods until the 
refinement of the home pressure 
cooker in the 1930s and 1940s. 
Food poisoning could result from 
improper food prepm·ation­
pickling with weak vinegar, for 
instance-or from a flaw in the 
actual canning process. 
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Food preserves in Mason jars are part 
of this picnic spread near Union Creek 

in 1914. From left, that's Emil Britt, 
two members of the Barnum family, 

and Mollie Britt. 

And flaws in the canning process 
weren't hard to find, given the makeshift 
tools canners had available to them at the 
tum of the century. Canning instructions 
from the era sometimes sound a bit like a 
game: "What second use can you find for 

household items?" 
Canners were advised 
to use everything 
from knitting needles 
to old wash boilers to 
coal oil and string in 
putting up their 
preserves. For 
instance, canners were 
advised to use a cut­
down wash boiler to 
heat the sealed jars to 
boiling for a period of 

SOHS #15642 (DETAIL) time- frequently 
determined by guess, according to Gregg­
let the jars cool for a few days, heat them 
again to boiling for another period of 
time, let the jars cool for a few more 
days, and repeat the process as many 
times as the cook felt necessary. The 
method wasn' t foolproof. As Gregg puts 
it, "It was a kind of Russian roulette; 
sometimes it worked, sometimes it didn't. 
About the only thing you could be sure 
of was that the vegetables had been 
well-cooked." 

It seemed like a good idea 
at the time 

that is clear and doesn't have nicks in its 1im. The practice is 
safe enough, as long as the jar doesn't break and you don't re-use 
the lid that the jar came with originally, says Gregg. But she warns 
that jars not tempered for canning can crack under the extreme 
temperatures necessary to completely kill the bacte1ia in canned 
foods . "You mn the risk of losing the food you've canned, but 
otherwise you can preserve food in any jar you can get a seal and 
1ing on." 

eanning equipment and processes have changed in some 
fundamental ways over the last hundred years. While the 
basics remain the same, there are some significant changes 

that help make today's canned goods safer than those that your 
grandmother may have put up. 

Standardized canning jars and new jar lids or rubber seals are 
strongly recommended today. This wasn't always the case. One 
author warns her audience that they will certainly reach a point in 
their canning where they have more food than jars. But not to 
wotry. She assures them that they can turn old bottles into canning 
jars using a string soaked in coal oil and a match-and "thus cru1 be 
made, without cost, excellent pint tllmblers for jelly and 
preserves."'6 Even conventional jars can become dangerous if 
there's the slightest nick in the rim, or if the rubber seal has 
degraded from either age or double use; yet one instmction book 
advocated re-using seals from vegetable jru·s on jelly and jam jars. '7 

Even today, some canners try to economize by usillg old 
mayonnaise, jam, and pickle jars, or anything else they can find 

( { 

Brass canning kettles are things of the past. Home economics 
experts of the late 1800s and early 1900s warned of the dangers 
inherent in preparing acidic fi.uits and vegetables in a brass kettle 
for canning. They could even describe scientifically how the 
danger arose: "There is danger in brass kettles. A busy 
housekeeper is often called away from the kitchen and may of 
necessity remain away a considerable time, while the preserves 
stand in the kettle. Thus canker, from the brass, or acetate of 
copper, an active poison, may get into the preserves. Never allow 
preserves to stand or cool in a brass kettle, but nun them out 
instantly upon removing from the stove." '8 

Some cookbooks even provided tests to help the canner 
determine if foods cooked and left standing in brass kettles had 
become toxic (see the sidebar on page 11 for more details). 

Fannie Farmer's 1897 edition of The Boston Cooking School 
Cookbook states plainly that "fmit should be cooked in 
earthenware or graniteware and silver or wooden spoons should 
be employed for stirring . . . . All fi.uits contain one or more acids, 
and when exposed to air and brought into contact with an iron or 
tin smface, a poisonous compound may be formed." '9 

Yet copper and brass kettles continued to be the canning kettle 
of choice. Why? Gregg speculates that they remained popular 
because they conduct heat so well. "They heat evenly. Even 
today some of the best cookware is copper-bottomed, or copper­
cored. And the alternatives-iron, mainly-discolored and tainted 
the food." 

This large graniteware basin, useful fo r p reparing fru it andproduce for 
canning, is said to have come across the Plains by wagon in the 1880s. 
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Food preservation techniques have changed, 
but making strawberry jam still calls for 
cooking fruit in a kettle on the stove-this one 
at the Beekman House. 

This home economist is preparing pears for 
the pressure cooker in standardized canning 

jars, circa 1962. 

This early pressure cooket; circa 1920, made 
higher-thus safer-cooking temperatures possible 
for home canners. Mason jars have found a place 

in American pantries since the early 1800s. 

"The old recipes said 'boil for three to 
four hours,' " says Gregg. 'This was fine 
for high-acid foods like peaches, 
tomatoes, and plums, but for low-acid 
foods like snap beans, com and canots 
even boiling for four hours is not enough. 
It doesn ' t kill botulism. To kill that 
pruticular germ requires 240 degrees, and 
boiling water only reaches 212 degrees. 

'The pressure cooker changed all that 
when it came into general use in the 
1950s. The companies that produced the 
first pressure cookers not only provided 
a foolproof means of heating low-acid 

This 1930s-era refrigerator also included 
a freezing compartment-a novel idea at 
the time. 

SOUTHERN OR EGON HERITAGE TODAY 

vegetables to 240 degrees, they also 
provided pamphlets with recipes and 
canning instructions solidly based on 
USDA standards. 

"For the first time, home canners 
could be assured that the foods they put 
up were safe to eat. Canning continued 
to be an important pa.tt of the American 
lifestyle in the fifties and sixties, and it's 
still a part of our culture today," Gregg 
concludes. 

The big chiller 
ood preservation changed radically 
with the invention of the freezer. 

Freezing preserves food value 
better than any other method. In fact, 
because commercially frozen foods are 
flash-frozen nearly immediately after 
being picked, in many cases they actually 
have more nutrients than fresh produce 
purchased in the store after being shipped 
fresh, says Gregg. Freezing is also easier 
than any other preservation method. Most 
fresh foods need only be washed, blanched 
(except fruit) , put into an airtight 
container, and placed in the freezer. 

Will freezing replace other preservation 
methods? Probably not, says Gregg. 
"People can and preserve food for various 
reasons: because they enjoy producing 

something with their hands and to avoid 
additives-you know exactly what's in the 
jar when you put it up yourself. This year 
we'll find people doing it for family 
survival because of the Y2K issue," she 
concludes. t 

Sherry Wachter is a writer, illustrator and 
graphic designer who cans only when she 
has to. 
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Poison Oak, 
the UPoysoned Weed" 

C
aptain John Smith, colonist 
of Jamestown, Virginia, was 
the first European to describe 
a member of the genus 
Toxidendron. In 1624, he 

identified a "poysoned weed" that was 
"much in shape like our English Ivy, but 
being touched causeth rednesse, itching, 
and lastly blisters." His "poysoned weed" 
is now known as poison ivy. Members of 
this genus grow in most of the continental 
United States, including Oregon, where 
they are literally as old as the hills. Leaves 
of poison sumac are clearly preserved in 
the John Day fossil beds of Eastern 
Oregon, dating back 35 million years.' 

David Douglas, the Scottish plant 
explorer after whom the Douglas fir is 
named, first encountered poison oak 
(Toxidendron diversiloba) near Fort 
Vancouver on the Columbia River. He 
shipped poison oak seeds back to 
England, suggesting that the shrub would 
make an admirable ornamental but should 
be located away from pathways because 
of the tendency for some people to 
develop a "slight rash" after contact.2 The 
British still grow poison oak in the Royal 
Botanic Gardens at Kew. 

Poison oak doesn' t seem to bother most 
species of animals. Flickers and 
chickadees feast on the berries, deer bed 
down amidst the foliage, and cattle, horses 
and goats browse contentedly on poison 
oak. But an oil called urushiol, present in 
the leaves, stems and roots of poison oak, 
causes an allergic reaction in about 85 
percent of the U.S. population. Within this 
vulnerable group, most people are 
moderately sensitive to poison oak. But 
10 to 20 percent experience extreme 
reactions, sometimes requiring medical 
attention. 

Intense exposure increases the severity 
of the reaction. Each year, about a third of 
the firefighters mobilized to combat forest 
fues in Oregon, California and Southern 
Washington must be pulled from the fue 
lines because of severe poison oak 
dermatitis. Urushiol-laden smoke, whether 
from a forest fue or a backyard bum pile, 
is especially dangerous, as it may affect 
the throat and lungs? 

Long exposure to poison oak probably 
gave most Native Americans a degree of 
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Poison oak usually grows as a low 
shrub, but takes on vine-like 
proportions in some habitats. 
"Leaves of three, let it be." 

resistance to its toxic effects. In the 
Southern Oregon-Northern California 
region, native people used the plant for 
a variety of purposes. It served as both 
warp and weft in baskets. Its juice 
yielded a black dye. The ash of poison 
oak was used in tattooing. It was 
applied medicinally to warts and 
ringworm. The Karuk Indians living 
along the lower Klamath River covered 
soaproot bulbs with poison oak foliage 
when cooking them in earth ovens. 
They also dried salmon on poison oak 
stakes because of a preference for 
the taste.' 

A new use for poison oak developed 
after the Euroamerican settlement of 
Southern Oregon. Bees take advantage 
of the early and abundant poison oak 
flowers and beekeepers put up poison oak 
honey. This flavorful honey, lacking any 
trace of toxicity, is available at several 
markets in the Rogue Valley. 

Because poison oak's foliage turns 
bright red in late summer and autumn, 
this is a good time to note its locations 
and to familiarize yourself with its 
variable forms and habits. It is often a low 
shrub, but in shady situations becomes 

by Nan Hannon and Donn L. Todt 

vine-like, growing high into the canopies 
of neighboring trees. Its foliage is also 
variable, which is reflected in its Latin 
species name diversiloba. The foliage 
resembles lobed white oak leaves, but the 
lobes may vary in form even on the same 
plant. However, appreciate poison oak 
carefully. Our native "poysoned weed" 
has reminded many of the uncautious to 
pay better attention while walking in the 
woods of Southern Oregon. 1il 

Like most people, anthropologist Nan 
Hannon is allergic to poison oak. 
Ethnobotanist Donn L. Todt is not. 

PHaro BY DoNN L. TODT 
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All in the Family: 
Birdseye Farm 

by Connie Fowler 

n the summer of 1853, Clarissa 
(Clara) Stein Fleming Birdseye 
carefully folded her green and white 
taffeta wedding dress and tucked it 
into a saddlebag. Her husband then 

lifted her onto her side-saddled horse for 
their honeymoon uip to his 360-acre land 
grant near Woodville (Rogue River), some 
300 miles away in Southern Oregon. 

She met David Nelson Birdseye, 
(pronounced Birds-ee), on one of his 
merchandising trips to Portland. David, 

Pictured above is the rebuilt Birdseye 
home as it appears today, not much 

changed from the way it looked in this 
1934 photo, at right, when the house was 

already fifty years old. 

born in Bridgeport, Connecticut, in 1827, 
gave up a teaching career to seek his 
fortune in the gold fields of the Rogue 
Valley in 1852. With his Uncle Charles, 
he ran the Birdseye Mercantile Company 
in Jacksonville. 1 

Upon arriving at their land, Clara and 
David found that armed conflict between 
Indians and settlers made the crude log 
cabin unsafe, so the newlyweds lived in 
Jacksonville with friends . 
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They soon returned to the 
ranch, however, for Clara 
found rowdy Jacksonville 
as potentially dangerous as 
hostile natives. 

Uneasy about a fragile 
Indian truce, David had a 
small stockade structure built 
around the log cabin. Briefly, 
during the Indian wars, "Fort Birdseye" 
housed Army personnel. 

In 1856, amid another outbreak of 
hostilities, David completed their hand­
hewn, dovetailed log home. With her 
husband away much of the time, Clara ran 
the fmm and cared for their five children 
in his absences.' 

The youngest son, Victor Wesley, 
fmmed the land after David's death in 
1898. He mmTied Effie Cameron, of 
Hillsboro, and Effie took over the heavier 
farm chores from the aging Clara while 
"Wes" pursued other endeavors. The 

women, it seems, while not Birdseye by 
blood, devoted their lives to keeping the 
farm in the family whether by design or 
necessity. 3 

The Birdseye farm vacillated between 
prosperity and tough times, but with 
pioneer spirit and ingenuity the family 
kept the farm alive and intact. To help 
cover expenses, the family took over a 
milk-delivery route in Woodville. Victor, 
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David and Clara 
Birdseye built the 
original fann, 
which is worked by 
their descendants 
to this day. 

the oldest son of Effie and Wes, and his 
wife, "Nita," helped Effie on the farm. 
Later, they acquired a dairy and ran it as a 
successful family business. Glenn, the 
second son, and his mother continued to 
operate the fmm on the river until his 
mother's death and his mmTiage. 

One hundred forty-three years later, the 
fifth generation of Birdseyes still fmm the 
place. Victor Theodore "Ted" Birdseye II 
left a teaching career in Klamath Falls to 
take over the farm, raising cattle, ptimarily. 

The Birdseye bouse, listed on the 
National Register of Historic Places and 
remodeled in the 1970s, nearly bumed to 
the ground in 1989. Ted and his wife, Sheri 
Lm·son Birdseye, laboriously rebuilt and 
restored the old home as best they could. 
Like the Birdseyes before them, the family 
has worked hard to keep the farm. Daughter 
Kelly and son Victor Theodore ill are the 
sixth generation to live on the Birdseye 
Farm and will one day irtherit the chance 
to carry on the tradition.• I 

Connie Fowler is a freelance writer living 
in the Applegate. 
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