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M WIldcraft: Hello and welcome back to the Homegrown Food Summit. This is Marjory 
Wildcraft and I have been delighted to have you join me on this series of 
adventures we're going on. Right now we're going to go down and take a 
look at what Woniya Thibeault is doing. Woniya is an educator, a writer, a 
homesteader, and an ancestral skills enthusiast. She's been teaching 
primitive or ancestral skills nearly for 20 years and for the last decade of 
those 20, she's been living completely off grid and without refrigeration. 
Another thing about Woniya you want to know, she's living her life. For 
all of her adult life, she's been growing and harvesting a majority of her 
own food. She has a background in natural history and environmental 
science. She's using her life energy to explore how humans can best 
integrate themselves with the natural world. Her passion is helping you 
to be able to provide by yourself by working directly with the earth. 

 You know that you can cut out the middle man of Walmart and Target 
and whatever and just actually work directly with the earth to feed 
yourself and to clothe yourself. Woniya teaches a lot. She teaches at a 
variety of events around the country and at her own farm. She's currently 
developing a book about making clothing from home-tanned buckskin 
titled "Buckskin Revolution." I'll tell you a little bit more about that at the 
end of the talk. This really for me, it's been an astonishing and inspiring 
presentation on living without refrigeration. 

W Thibeault: Welcome to Living Without Refrigeration. My name is Woniya Thibeault. 
I've been living off grid and without refrigeration for more than a decade 
and I'm really excited to share with you today some of the things I've 
learned throughout that time and all of the reasons why I'm so excited 
about sharing Living Without Refrigeration with the greater world. 

 In modern day America, where so many of our lives are filled with 
electronics and gadgets supposed to make life easier, it's hard for most of 
us to imagine living without something as supposedly basic as 
refrigeration. Much of the food we purchase from the store clearly states, 
"Refrigerate after opening." We're warned of the dangers of letting meat 
sit out for any length of time. We hear stories of mass episodes of food 
poisoning at restaurants and fast food chains and FDA warnings about 
food safety are numerous. But 1,000 years ago, there was no option but 
going without refrigeration and the human race seems to have come 
through all right. Can living without it really be so difficult, dangerous, 
and scary? 
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 The answer of course is no, but it isn't just as simple as unplugging your 
refrigerator and going about life as usual. It's about a whole different way 
of thinking about and relating to your food. I hope you agree after 
listening to this talk that it's not only possible to live and thrive without a 
refrigerator, it may actually be a better and healthier option. 

 One thing I'd like to state at the outset is that a lot of the things I'll be 
sharing in this talk are not FDA approved. They would consider some of 
them downright dangerous. I'm not trying to take the place of the FDA 
nor take responsibility for your food choices and health. Here's my 
disclaimer. Don't trust me and take my advice and don't just blindly trust 
the FDA to know what is best for you. Learn as much as you can. Get to 
know your own body and your senses and trust yourself. My hope is that 
this talk will inspire you to think a little more deeply about where your 
food comes from and about what is safe for you personally and why or 
why not. Considering that it's widely available today, why would anyone 
choose to live without refrigeration? There are a lot of reasons from 
issues of accessibility to environmental impact to lifestyle choices and 
more. 

 First let's talk about accessibility. A good reason to start thinking about 
lessening your dependence on refrigerators is that you can't count on 
them always being there. Perhaps you'd like to go camping for an 
extended time, perhaps some other great reason to be away from the 
refrigerator for a while. It's important to know what food will keep best 
and how to extend its storage life. There are also situations when you 
might not have a choice in the matter. Power outages are common 
occurrences and as our planet changes and weather patterns become 
increasingly erratic, they may well become more common. It makes sense 
for everyone to know how to do more with less and to live without 
modern conveniences when or if they need to. 

 Now let's look at the bigger picture and how refrigeration directly 
impacts the world we live in. Unlike most household appliances, which 
draw energy only when in use, refrigerators are always running. They're 
the largest draw of energy in most households, with some older models 
using as much as 2,000 kilowatt hours a year. Even with Energy Star 
models, their energy use is still as much as one fifth of the total power 
consumption in the typical household and they're second only to air 
conditioners. The irony is, while they keep the contents cool, 
refrigerators are actually pumping heat into the rest of your house, 
requiring even more energy to counteract these effects. 
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 Any way you slice it, refrigerators are a huge energy draw and all energy 
has to come from somewhere. Mostly it comes from coal-burning power 
plants. One estimate is that in addition to the soot and other pollutants 
pumped out by power plants, each kilowatt hour of electricity used 
pumps an additional 1.34 pounds of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere. 
Even so-called green energy has dramatic negative impacts on the planet, 
with an estimated 450,000 raptors killed each year by wind turbines. 
Hydro-electric plants have a massive impact on fish population in rivers 
and all those who use them. Plus there's the dangers of nuclear power. 

 In addition to their energy use, refrigerators contain a variety of 
chemicals for their production and use that contribute to harming the 
environment before they're even plugged in. These include Freon, 
hydrofluorocarbons, chlorofluorocarbons, cyclopentane, and more. These 
are all greenhouse gasses that contribute to global warming and some, 
like Freon, have also been linked to direct human health consequences. 

 If refrigerators have all these negative impacts, they must really be 
important to be worth it all, right? Well, let's take a look at that. Many 
argue that without refrigerators to keep food good, a lot more food 
would be wasted. My experience is that most people with fridges actually 
waste more food than those without them. I believe refrigerators 
encourage people to regularly buy more food than they need. Have you 
ever noticed how no matter what the size of your suitcase, you always 
end up filling it, no matter how short the trip is? The same principle 
seems to apply to refrigerators. People fill the space and then when the 
refrigerator's full, it's so much easier to tuck leftovers away and forget 
about them and then find them later after they've gone bad, that I 
believe it really does make you waste more food. If you don't have a 
refrigerator, you don't have the option of putting it in the fridge so you're 
making a lot less and you're eating your leftovers right away so they don't 
end up getting wasted. 

 Contrary to popular belief, a lot of the food most folks store in their 
refrigerators don't really even need to be there. Many if not most kinds 
of fruit, vegetables, bread, some cheeses, and more will keep for several 
days without refrigeration in all but the hottest and most humid of 
climates. Eating them within a shorter time frame ensures that they are 
tastier, fresher, and more nutritious anyway, particularly if they were 
fresh when you picked them. Refrigerators are also very drying and can 
suck the moisture out of veggies, resulting in them wilting and losing 
flavor and nutrition faster than they otherwise would have. 
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 A lot of people don't realize that a lot of the foods we base our diets on 
today were actually created specifically for longtime storage in times 
before refrigeration was available. Pickles, kraut, and other fermented 
vegetables are perfect examples of this. Cheese was originally a storage 
form of milk, as were yogurt and kefir. Granted a lot of these foods won't 
keep for as long out of the fridge as they do in it, but some of this is 
because it has become so customary to store foods in this way that 
they're no longer made with storage in mind. One thing you can do is buy 
an older time varieties of these, sharper flavors, saltier, often harder 
cheeses, or you can research recipes and find those that are actually 
intended for storage and make your own. Another option of course is to 
simply buy less food at a time in quantities that you know you can use up 
faster. 

 Condiments such as mustard, hot sauce, and salad dressings and sauces 
are often loaded with vinegar, salt, and oil, all of which can act as 
preservatives. Take a look at this refrigerator door. Very few of the things 
in this condiment tray actually require refrigeration but people become 
so used to storing things in the refrigerator that they end up using them 
as a cupboard as much as to keep things cool. 

 We've talked about some of the drawbacks to refrigeration, but what 
about the actual benefits to living without? There actually are a lot of 
positives. In fact, the shifts in lifestyle that should ideally accompany 
going without refrigeration are ones that also lead to greater health, such 
as being more mindful of your food and your consumption habits, eating 
seasonally and locally, growing and gathering your own food, and eating 
the freshest and most nourishing food possible. 

 Another benefit is the measure of freedom it provides. It makes it much 
easier to live off grid and make your own power or else to go without 
making power as you choose. On my land, we make a small amount of 
power from solar and hydro. It's not enough to run major appliances but 
it's plenty for a bit of light in the evenings and to run a radio or a 
computer occasionally. I love the knowledge that the power, while a nice 
luxury, isn't necessary for my daily function and I wouldn't trade the 
feeling of independence I get from being off grid for the benefit of colder 
food. 

 Let's talk about some of the lifestyle shifts that go along with saying 
goodbye to your refrigerator. When some folks think about living without 
refrigeration, they think about things like powdered eggs or MRE's with 
are the meal ready to eat served by military and other crews. I don't 
consider these good options for healthy living. Personally I don't want 
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food that keeps indefinitely regardless of the temperature. These foods 
are often made of rancid flours, full of rancid oils and sugars and lots of 
preservatives. I think eating things that have the capacity to spoil is a 
good thing. Look at it this way. If the food isn't nutritious enough for 
other organisms like mold or bacteria to be able to eat them, then why 
should I be eating them? It's a modern and privileged way of thinking to 
expect that so much of our food will last until we get around to eating it. 
As we all know, a Twinkie can sit out on a counter for an eternity and still 
be edible but you have to ask yourself, does this really make it food? 

 In today's modern world, most people have lost something that used to 
be one of the most fundamental parts of being human and that is living 
and eating in touch with the seasons. Eating seasonally is the number one 
lifestyle change that goes along with letting go of refrigeration. This can 
be a big shift for most people, both in paradigm and in diet. Most of us 
are so used to seeing the same vegetables in the produce aisle year 
round that it doesn't occur to us that to have them there in winter means 
that they come from somewhere halfway around the world where the 
seasons are opposite hours. To eat seasonally, we need to let go of the 
idea of eating a fresh green salad every day of the year or a ripe tomato 
anytime we want one. That said, there are many possibilities for 
delicious, nutritious, and fresh food year round. 

 What I believe to be the best way of accomplishing this is growing or 
gathering your own food. Why refrigerate your produce when you can go 
out and pick it fresh when you need it? When they're in season, there's 
no better storage place for vegetables or wild foods than in the ground. 
Dig up your lawn and plant a garden. Pull out your ornamental bushes 
and plant fruit trees. If you have land to work with, there's so much you 
can do to feed yourself, even with limited space. If you don't have land, 
maybe you have a sunny porch you can keep planter boxes on. Even in 
small beds, you can inter-crop and rotate things in and out of your beds 
to make the very best use of the space you have. 

 If you are growing for yourself, there are countless ways to have great 
options for extending the season and eating year round from your 
garden. One great way to do this is with greenhouses or hoop houses or 
even just a piece of plastic thrown over your garden beds and propped up 
by sticks. Many crops do well in unheated greenhouses throughout the 
winter. They don't necessarily grow through the winter but if you get 
them up to size in the fall before freezing weather comes, then they'll 
hold and you can harvest from them year round. A lot of good options for 
these include the Brassicas such as kale, collards, brussels sprouts, and 
parsley, lettuce, mache, and other such greens. 
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 In a lot of places, you can harvest from the garden year round. You again 
want to plant accordingly and look for those varieties that are most cold-
hardy. In fact, many roots can be harvested year round, even in the 
harshest of climates. Roots are ideally made to die back in the summer, 
die back in the fall, and last through winter. With a little bit of careful 
mulching and protection, you can get these to last and keep the ground 
from freezing. A good thick layer of mulch, say 1-2 feet thick, will keep 
things from freezing even in the harshest winter. When I lived in 
Vermont, we employed this and would wrap our kale plants in plastic and 
would mulch our beets and our carrots with several feet of good fall 
leaves and then all winter long, peel back the plastic, dig up the mulch, 
and fork up fresh greens. If you have gophers in your area, then storage 
in the ground is probably not a good option and you'll want to think 
about root cellaring or some other storage technique. 

 There are a lot of other vegetable crops that ideally suited for long-term 
storage as well without much effort from you. A lot of these are best 
stored in moderately cool and dry environments, such as an unheated 
room of the house or even a lower shelf or cooler area of your heated 
home. Amongst these are the alliums, garlic, shallots and bulb onions and 
winter squash. 

 Not all root crops are intended to be eaten themselves. Some of them 
can be used to grow forest greens in the winter. This process is where 
you grow a root to size, you harvest it in the fall, and you store it down 
cellar and then about a week before you're ready to eat it as a fresh 
green, you bring it up into the warm part of your house and plant it in a 
bucket of damp soil. The leaves grow from the greens and create a nice 
crop and this is actually a way to have fresh greens for salads and 
whatnot throughout the season. Endive is the classic example of this but 
you can also do it with carrots, beets, celeria, parsley, and others. Here 
are some beet greens that were planted out for seed but this is similar to 
what happens with them grown in your house in the winter. They will 
generally be more light in color, as they're not getting a lot of chlorophyll, 
but this actually keeps them mild in flavor and is often preferred for 
many greens. 

 Another option is perennials like asparagus or others that are grown in 
the garden year round and because they have a big root reserve, they're 
going to send up their stalks early in the spring before things planted 
from seed would be ready. These are a really great option for getting 
through what are called the spring hunger gap times. This is the time 
when you've eaten a lot of your stored food and the new crop isn't up 
yet. Perennials are a fabulous thing for this time of year. 
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 Remember that even if you don't have space to grow one yourself, there 
are a lot of community garden spaces or you might have friends that 
would be happy to have you grow in their space for a share of the food. 
Remember there are all kinds of options. If all else fails, you can grow 
plants and herbs on your windowsills or grow sprouts there for micro-
green salads. 

 Regardless of whether or not you have land, there are also all kinds of 
great options for eating wild foods. In a lot of ways, these are more 
efficient food than grown foods because they take so little input, just the 
time to go out and find and harvest them. You'd be amazed at how many 
edible wild greens grow as weeds in wild places, garden paths, and even 
abandoned lots all over. Many of these are actually a lot more nutritious 
than common garden vegetables and they're so well adapted to their 
environment that they're often up earlier in the season than garden 
varieties. You'll want to be careful to harvest them in areas that are clean 
and free of toxins, avoiding roadways or areas that may have been 
sprayed. 

 In the spring, look for mushrooms and greens like miner's lettuce, 
dandelions, nettles, and chickweed. In summer, mallow, purslane, lamb's 
quarters, amaranth, and more may well be more abundant than the 
lettuce in your garden. Some of these can be dried and stored for later 
use. Nettles are a perfect example, very abundant in the spring, they dry 
wonderfully, and they're so packed full of vitamins and minerals that 
they're far more nutritious than anything you can buy at the store. The 
one thing with greens is they don't provide a whole lot of calories, so if 
you're wanting to get more calories from wild foods, you may have to 
stray a bit further afield. 

 Most places have abundant berry crops of some kind and the nice thing 
about this is that often these will ripen later in the season as you go 
further up, so by starting low and then going up mountain slopes, you 
have a long harvest of a lot of great fruits. Another good option is looking 
at old abandoned orchards or home sites. Often a lot of fruit goes 
unharvested there and it's a great resource. Other areas may have great 
staple crops such as wild rice, acorns, or wapato. You can research the 
native foods of people indigenous to your area and see if some of the 
staples they used are still abundant and able to be harvested. 

 The coast is a wonderful resource if you live close enough to be able to 
access it. You can gather seaweed from rocky beaches as well as shellfish 
in season. Seaweed dries easily and keeps for a long time and it's 
incredibly nutritious, bringing all kinds of micro-nutrients from the sea 
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that you can't get any other way. Another wonderful ocean resource of 
course is fish. With relatively inexpensive license and some gear, you can 
often get great harvests up abundant seasonal fish. If you don't live near 
the coast, then look into fish runs in your local streams and rivers. Wild 
bean can be another important local food source. Hunting regulations 
limit what can be hunted in various seasons, but in some areas there are 
open seasons on certain animals considered nuisances like nutria in 
wetland areas and raccoons or rabbits in others. 

 When you're harvesting wild foods, you want to make sure to do so 
responsibly and ethically, never gathering too much of one thing in an 
area and always leaving enough that future generations will survive. Even 
better is to actually spread what your harvesting. In the case of annuals 
that spread by seed, gathering some seed and spreading them around 
later in the season, or in perennials, breaking apart bulbs and replanting 
in different areas, trying to encourage these populations to lessen your 
impact. 

 One of the great benefits of eating seasonally is that often the things that 
are in season are just the thing your body needs to be healthy. For 
example, fresh spring greens tend to be blood cleaners and liver 
cleansers, which is really great after a winter of being more stagnant and 
sedentary inside and eating more stored foods. In the summer, when one 
tends to be most active and cooking less, that's when there's an 
abundance of fresh vegetables and fruits. In the fall, as we're starting to 
need to pack on calories to burn for heat in the winter, that's when a lot 
of the hardier root crops come in and a perfect time to be butchering 
animals and rendering fat to get you through the cold months. 

 Even if you aren't growing or gathering your own food, there are still a lot 
of great ways to eat locally and seasonally. Frequenting your local 
farmer's market or buying a CSA share is a great option. A CSA stands for 
community-supported agriculture. This is a system where people pay in a 
lump sum at the beginning of the season and then typically each week 
get a box full of whatever produce is on hand. These days CSA's have 
become so popular that there are often good fruit, vegetable CSA's, CSA's 
for bread, for cheese, for fish, for meat, mushrooms, and a variety of 
other projects. It really is possible to get most of your food needs met 
from local foods in many areas. 

 If you live somewhere where the farmer's market doesn't run year round, 
there's a lot of ways that you can still harvest and store these foods for 
the longer season, for example volunteering at farms in return for 
produce or talking to local farmers and making connections there and 
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buying their seconds in quantity and then canning or otherwise 
preserving these for the cold season. 

 Also, don't be fooled into thinking that buying organic is the same thing 
as buying local. These days, most organic produce comes from huge 
factory farms. These are often hundreds or thousands of miles away from 
the stores they're sold in. While they are a step above conventional 
farms, most of these farms use a huge amount of resources from fossil 
fuels to mining of minerals for additives and they are anything but 
sustainable. Local is often better than organic for you and for the planet. 
If organic and local, so much the better, but in all things, you want to 
think about the amount of handling, processing, and transport that goes 
into growing your food and getting it to you and trying to reduce them as 
much as possible. 

 The theme here is to really think about the food you eat. The more time 
it's spent in transport, the more hands have touched it and the more it's 
processed, the less it's going to keep and the more nutrients it's going to 
lose along the way as well as taking a lot more resources to get it to you. 

 What are some other lifestyle changes that go along with living without a 
refrigerator? One is that you can harvest or buy your food in smaller 
quantities so it will be as fresh as possible and you can get to it in good 
time. This is less common in America but very common in Europe, where 
people often are buying their produce every day or just a couple days 
out. In America, most people tend to want to grocery shop as rarely as 
possible and buy in quantity and then eat from that. I feel that this not 
only encourages food waste but also leads to food that's just not as fresh 
and tasty. 

 Another thing is you want to be tuned in to the environmental conditions 
around you. Food is going to spoil faster in warm weather, so if it's 
freezing temperatures, go ahead and make a big pot of soup and keep it 
frozen on your back porch. But in the height of summer, eat more simple 
foods and make things in smaller quantities that you know you can get to 
in a day or two. Focus on leftovers and creative ways of remaking them 
so that you can keep eating them for several meals in a row. 

 Even if you do a lot of growing or gathering, you're still not going to be 
able to harvest everything you need to eat every day year round. A lot of 
your food is still going to need to be stored, particularly for the fall and 
winter months. There are a lot of different ways to go about storing food. 
One way that's been used for centuries that that of root cellars. We'll talk 
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about root cellars in a little more detail when we get around to different 
methods of keeping things cold. 

 Let's talk about one of the major things that we put in root cellars and 
that of course is roots. Roots are nature's way of storing plant energy and 
nutrition throughout the winter. Most of the typical roots that we eat 
such as beets, burdock, carrots, celeria, which is the root of the celery 
plant, endive, Jerusalem artichokes, parsnips, rutabagas, turnips, and 
more. These are all biennials. What that mean is that they have a 2-year 
life cycle. In the first year, they grow a big flowering top that captures a 
lot of the sun's energy and turns it into food, which it then stores in the 
root. It builds up energy in the root all season long and then at the end of 
the season, the tops die and all of that energy is stored in the root. It 
stays dormant throughout the winter and come spring, it puts out a big, 
big flowering stalk, which then flowers and sets seed and then dies off, 
having spread its seed into the next generation. 

 What this means for us is that roots are ideally suited for storage with 
just a little nudge from us. How I go about this is I plant my root crops 
just right so that they're ready to harvest just as the weather is starting to 
turn nice and cold. I then dig them very gently so that I'm not bruising 
them or causing any damage and then I bring them up to the house, I cut 
the tops off, and without washing them or braiding the skin in any way, I 
pack them into damp sawdust. The sawdust is a replacement for soil. 
What I'm doing is I'm recreating the conditions that root would have if it 
stayed in the garden year round. At my place, I have a lot of gophers, so 
leaving stuff in the ground isn't an option. I'm creating ground out of this 
damp sawdust, which is lighter and cleaner than dealing with dirt itself. 

 You want your sawdust to be wet enough that it's going to keep your 
vegetables from drying out because one of the main ways that roots will 
rot is if they get too dry and wilted. The other way is if they're too wet. 
These are still living plants and as living plants, they need to breathe just 
like we do. If they can't breathe, they'll suffocate and die and that will 
lead to rot. That's why you want containers with holes in them and you 
want your storage medium, sawdust in this case, to be damp but not 
dripping wet. 

 Another thing to know is that not all roots keep as well as others so 
things like turnips and carrots, they go bad faster, so I'm going to be 
focusing more on them early in the season and then the things that keep 
a little better like beets and parsnips, I'm going to be eating later in the 
season. 
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 Fermenting is another great way to preserve certain foods, usually 
vegetables and fruits. While traditional canning cooks food, destroying 
enzymes and vitamins, fermentation doesn't involve heat, thus it 
preserves more nutrition and it's even adding certain enzymes and 
healthy probiotics. Many vegetables can be lacto-fermented into pickles, 
kraut, kimchi, and more. Lacto-fermentation refers to a process of salting 
the vegetables and the salt encourages certain bacteria, usually 
lactobacillae, and discourages other bacteria that spoil food. We seal 
them in containers, making sure to exclude oxygen, usually by having a 
brine that rises up above the level of the solid food and in this 
environment, the foods are going to ferment, creating their own acid, 
which keeps them good. 

 They don't keep forever. They will still slowly go bad but a lot of cultures 
such as Korea, where they do traditional kimchis, store their food in 
crocks underground for decades or more. The place where you live and 
how warm it is is going to be a determining factor in how long your 
pickled fruits and vegetables will last but it's certainly a far, far, far degree 
longer than it would just leaving them out. 

 Another type of fermentation is that of turning fruits into wines, meads, 
and vinegars. Again, this style of preservation is not cooking the fruit and 
so you're going to preserving a lot more of the vitamins and keeping the 
raw active enzymes alive. 

 Another way to store food is doing vinegar pickling. In lacto-fermenting, 
you're just adding salt and the brine is fermenting and creating acid on its 
own. In vinegar pickling, you're pouring an already made acid, vinegar, 
into the product and the combination of the vinegar and the salt is going 
to be creating a brine that saves them. Often this is done in combination 
with canning and this can keep things for a very long period of time. 

 A lot of juicy crops are really well suited to drying. Drying, again, is doing 
it under less heat conditions so you are preserving more of the vital 
nutrients, but they're not necessarily going to keep for more than a year 
or two. Sun drying is much more energy efficient than dehydrating using 
electrical dehydrators, so I like to do it just in the season where it's 
naturally occurring or I can do it over my wood stove but usually the 
seasons where my wood stove is going are seasons where there's a little 
bit less to be drying anyway. I dry tomatoes, greens, herbs, peppers, 
celery, summer squash, seaweed, meat, fish, and more. 

 Summer squash in particular is a great thing to dry because it's available 
in such abundance, generally more than one can use in the warm season 
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and it's so juicy that it dries really well. You can dry it either in slices or 
shredded and the great thing about it is it rehydrates really quickly, so it's 
a wonderful thing for winter soups. Generally I open some canned 
tomatoes or a can of meat and broth, throw in some handfuls of dried 
vegetables, nettles, squash, peppers, tomatoes, and within a very short 
time, I have a wonderful nutritious seasonal soup that's ready to go. 

 When a lot of people think about storing food long-term without 
refrigeration, the thing they think of first is canning. Canning is a fabulous 
way to store all kinds of food and it keeps for a really long time, longer 
than a lot of the other methods we're talking about today. It is however, 
very time, energy, and space intensive. It takes a lot of room to store a lot 
of canned goods. However, this is a technique that I use a lot because I 
put up so much food for eating throughout the year. There are a lot of 
different types of canning, including what we call hot packing, water bath 
canning, and pressure canning. 

 Hot packing I don't do much of but it is generally something that's going 
to be used for fruit preserves and particularly for jams and jellies, things 
that overcooking can sometimes damage. With hot packing, you get your 
jars really hot and then you get your jam or your jelly really hot and you 
pour the hot jelly directly into your hot jar and then put the lid on and 
this forms a seal without having to recook your food. 

 One of the techniques that I use most, particularly for fruits and most 
vegetables, high acid vegetables such as tomatoes or salsas or pickles or 
something like that, is what we call water bath canning. In this, you're 
packing your food into hot jars and then you're putting those jars in a 
canner filled with water and cooking them for a different amount of time 
for different size jars and different foods. Water bath canning is designed 
specifically for high acid foods, so that means a lot of our typical fruits, 
tomatoes, pickles, green beans, things packed in vinegar. Water bath 
canning is used just for these acidic things because acids destroy 
botulism, which is one of the organisms that we're most concerned about 
getting in our canned goods. Because this is such a danger and because 
some of the foods that we eat are no longer as high in acid as heirloom 
varieties or traditional varieties were, I often will add a bit of vinegar or 
lemon juice to increase the acidity of my canned goods. 

 The other method of canning is what we call pressure canning. Pressure 
canning is used for those things which aren't acidic and therefore 
botulism would be a danger. Botulism is a bacteria which is very 
dangerous and can kill people outright and most of the stories that 
people hear about people getting sick from canning is from botulism. The 
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way to avoid this is to heat your canner to very high temperatures, higher 
temperatures than are possible with just boiling. What a pressure canner 
does is it creates a high pressure environment, which makes water boil at 
a higher temperature than 212 degrees. Water can't boil at a higher 
temperature than this anywhere at sea level or above. The only way to 
can at this pressure and this temperature would be to go below sea level. 
Since we can't do that, we use a pressure canner instead. 

 A pressure canner is used for things like meats or soups or vegetables 
that are low in acid like corn or beans. Typically I would dry or otherwise 
store vegetables. The only thing I really do pressure canning for is meat 
and since I do a lot of meat and without refrigeration, pressure canning is 
definitely one of my go-to techniques. 

 Another way of keeping high-protein foods like meat is through salting. 
You can do dry salting or you can do wet salting. Either way, very few 
things can live in an extremely salty environment, so this is going to 
exclude bacteria or molds from being able to grow on your food. It's also 
going to keep you from being able to eat your food, so in order to eat 
salted foods, one generally has to soak them and soak some of the salt 
out of them. You do lose some nutrients in the rinsing process but it's a 
really great low-tech way of storing things that go bad easily such as 
meats, mushrooms, fish, and the like. 

 Another technique is storing in oils or fats because it's exposure to air 
that tends to spoil things, one way to keep air out of foods is to cover 
them in oil. In the summer I make pesto by blending fresh garlic and basil 
with olive oil and salt. Then I pack it in jars with a good inch of oil on top. 
When I'm ready to use them, I add the cheese and nuts to it at that time. 
This way it keeps relatively well. It isn't the same as fresh pesto but it's 
certainly a tasty alternative to nothing. 

 There are certain foods that always raise the most questions and 
concerns when folks think about living without refrigeration and the 
primary amongst these is meat. The FDA guidelines about meat are very 
stringent and for good reason. The reason why one has to be so careful 
with most meat in this country isn't because of the nature of meat itself, 
it's about the ways that we raise meat in this country and the extremely 
unsanitary, unhygienic, and disease-causing conditions in which we raise 
our livestock, crowded in close quarters, living in their own filth, being 
fed foods that aren't natural to them, unable to move, all of these things 
create a lot of disease and that means that the meat potentially has a lot 
of really harmful disease organisms associated with it. 
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 If I was buying my meat at butcher shops, I would certainly be a lot more 
careful with it than I am with my own meat. That said, a lot of folks 
assume that meat goes bad from the second it's butchered. Now in fact, 
FDA guidelines include hanging and aging meat for some time before it's 
even allowed to be sold in stores. This shows you that it isn't the worst 
thing in the world to allow meat to be out of the refrigerator for a length 
of time. Certainly if it's in warm conditions, yes, spoilage does happen 
quickly but there are a lot of things that you can do in order to have safe 
meat. 

 The first thing is to be able to either raise your own, hunt, or buy meat 
from local farmers under healthy conditions, where you know that these 
animals are being treated and fed well. Meat like this is prone to spoilage 
eventually but doesn't come with all of the truly scary disease organisms 
that other meat can. Rabbits are an excellent source of meat that's easy 
to raise on a small scale. Even better, doing your own butchering as well. 
I've taken classes in FDA regulated meat butchering and found that my 
home practices were in fact far more hygienic and I was much less likely 
to have any contamination with guts or feces in the meat that I raised 
myself and butchered myself. 

 There are a lot of things that you can do when butchering your own meat 
to increase the storage potential. One of course is being very careful in 
the butchering and having it leave the body cleanly so that you're not 
breaking into guts or intestines. Another is skinning very well and 
avoiding cutting into the meat. If meat is skinned well, there's a 
membrane covering all of the muscles and if this can be left intact, then 
as the animal is left to hang and age, it dries and it forms a protective 
barrier that keeps the meat safe from flies, wasps, and actually keeps a 
lot of bacteria off of the meat. It's always wise to cover meat in cloth, 
whether it be a cloth bag or storing it in a screened porch or something 
to keep insects from getting to the meat. 

 One of the best things you can do if you plan on storing meat out of the 
refrigerator for some time, and again I only recommend this in relatively 
cool conditions, but if you do want to hang your meat for a time, then 
leaving it in large pieces, so generally hanging a whole leg at a time, 
keeping the muscle groups together, doing as little cutting as possible, 
and then leaving the skin on is also a good way to keep any organisms 
from being able to get to the meat. Hams are traditionally done this way, 
left in big pieces and then done with a brine and hung. This is a method 
for curing prosciutto, which is a traditional dry-cured meat. It's done with 
a salt and then it's aged and dried slowly for the long term and it keeps 
very well in a lot of conditions, so long as it isn't very moist or very hot. 
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 The traditional art of curing meats, particularly pork products, is called 
charcuterie. This is the process of making salamis and sausages and other 
such things. These are often done with browned meats, including salt or 
other brining agents, and a variety of spices in order to keep the meat 
good. Smoking is another technique that's often used and these meats 
are often traditionally inoculated with a particular white mold. We don't 
like to think of our meat being moldy but in this case, the mold grows on 
the surface of the meat and it is a beneficial mold, which keeps harmful 
molds from being able to grow. Molding your meat is actually a 
traditional curing process. 

 To preserve your meat even longer, another traditional way of course is 
drying the meat, making jerky. This can be done with a variety of 
different meats. You don't want to do it with meats that have disease 
organisms that require cooking, which include rabbits, pork, bear, or 
other such meats. Poultry also is generally included in this. It's okay to dry 
these meats but you need to cook them before drying. 

 The best way to do drying is to dry it raw. You don't want to have a hot 
drying process, which cooks the meat. A lot of people think that letting 
raw meat sit out is very dangerous but the truth is that the organisms 
that attack raw meat create toxins that are killed by cooking. This means 
if you cook even old, kind of funky meat, if you cook it very thoroughly, it 
might not taste great, but it won't really make you truly, truly sick. 
However, if you cook the meat and then let it sit around, the bacteria 
that attack cooked meat create toxins that aren't destroyed by heat and 
no amount of cooking is going to make it less harmful to you. This is an 
important thing to keep in mind. 

 For drying meats, you also want to keep them away from insects and 
keep them away from other organisms and what that means is drying 
them relatively quickly so that they form a hard crust that's going to 
protect them. This example is actually dried organ meats and dried blood. 
Organ meats are a little tricky to preserve but this technique works very 
well and they can then be ground and added to soups or stews or other 
dishes. 

 Salting, again, is another great traditional way of storing meat. These fish 
were caught fresh and then salted down in buckets and the brine that 
you see is actually the fishes' own juices that was extracted from the salt. 
Not only does this make a very, very salty brine that will keep these fish 
indefinitely, but it also creates a fish sauce, which is a traditional 
condiment used in cuisines all around the world. 
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 We've talked about some different storage techniques and a variety of 
ways to go about keeping your food, but there's no getting around the 
fact that while I'm not an advocate of refrigeration, colder food keeps 
longer. Well before there was such a thing as electric refrigeration, 
people have been keeping their food cold in a variety of really effective 
ways and how this is done might look very different from season to 
season. Sometimes it's obviously very simple to keep your food cold. 
Sometimes it takes a little more preparation and foresight. Some 
strategies that I use are using seasonal cold, using aspect, in other words, 
where in relation to the slope you're storing your food, keeping things 
low, using insulation, using thermal mass, water, or evaporative cooling. 

 In winter, it's the easiest season to keep your food cold. All you have to 
do is put your food where the cold is and for most of us, this will look like 
outside. I like to put it in a protective place so it doesn't get covered in 
rain or snow but I also like to keep it close by so that it's easy for me to 
grab without putting my boots on. Usually this looks like just outside my 
front door. 

 For some foods, freezing isn't necessarily what you want. In this situation, 
it's nice to have a cold room in your house that is colder than the heated 
portions of your house but not as cold as the outside. Leaving an 
uninsulated room or a room with windows that you can open or close to 
control the temperature is a really great way of doing this. Right here, my 
friend is helping me finish an uninsulated room on the back side of my 
house and this is a small room that I use for food storage in different 
seasons. 

 As the weather warms up, you tend to have to get a little bit more 
creative. Have you ever noticed how in dry areas you find more trees on 
the north side of the slopes or heard the old adage that moss tends to 
grow on the north side of trees? Well this is because in the northern 
hemisphere, the sun typically shines on the south side of slopes or 
houses and the north side stays shaded and cool. This is a house that was 
built for passive solar. That means it has windows facing the south to 
heat up. The reverse is also true, that the north side of the house is a 
much cooler environment and so it's a really good idea if you want to 
store food outside in the warmer months to find a nice spot on the north 
side of your house where it can stay in the shade all the time. It will also 
cool a lot faster than your house, which is warm and the summer's heat 
tends to get trapped. 

 We all know that heat rises, so another very simple but effective way of 
keeping your food a little bit colder is to just take it off of the stove top or 
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other tables and store it on the floor. This is even better if you're able to 
do this in an uninsulated room or an outbuilding, but in this example this 
is a gas stove with a pilot light. If you leave your pot on top of your stove 
top, even if you're storing it for just a few hours or a day, it's actually 
being heated by the pilot, which means that your food is being kept at 
the perfect inoculation temperature for bacteria or molds to grow. Just 
take the pot off of the stove top and leave it on the floor and it will 
probably lower the heat by 10-15 degrees and make a difference in how 
long your food will keep. 

 Another simple old-fashioned way that people used to keep food cool in 
their homes was just having a screened-in cupboard with a door with the 
screen to the bottom of the cupboard, so that the hot air could come out 
through vents and the cold air from down beneath the cupboard was 
drawn up. Even better, if this cupboard is kept low enough, that the 
screen is open to the bottom of the house, having a little hole cut in the 
bottom of the house where cool air from the foundation can rise up again 
will make a significant difference in keeping your food colder longer. 

 These were also used back when there was ice regularly, when folks 
didn't have refrigeration but ice was being made. Typically this would be 
done in areas where it was cold enough for lakes to freeze. Chunks of ice 
would be cut out of the lakes and then stored in ice-houses through the 
summer. Then the ice would be brought around neighborhoods and 
people would put it in their iceboxes, which is a box with again a 
screened-in area where the ice block would sit and the food was sitting 
next to it to remain colder. 

 Another great way to keep food cold is just insulating it. We think of 
insulation as keeping food warm when it's hot but it's also good for 
keeping foods cold. This is something if you're purchasing stuff that's 
frozen or refrigerated, simply wrap it in a blanket or a sleeping bag and 
leave it down on the floor level or on the north side of your house. 

 A great way for keeping things cold that we've touched on a bit before is 
a root cellar. A root cellar can be either a simple hole or an elaborate 
construction. This is me in the process of putting a root cellar in on the 
north side of my home. Again I wanted the north side because this is the 
shady side, where the sun is going to shine less and it's naturally going to 
be a bit colder. Root cellars are using the principle of thermal mass to 
keep food cold. The idea is that the earth is so massive that it remains 
more or less the same temperature year round. This means that it keeps 
food cold in the summer and keeps them above freezing in the winter. 
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 This was dug by hand and the earth was packed into sandbags and then 
the sandbags were used to build the walls of the root cellar. If you don't 
want to do an elaborate root cellar. You can also simply dig a pit in the 
ground and bury your food there. The deeper you go in the earth, the 
more consistent the temperature is going to be. This is northern 
Wisconsin and these are wild onions, or ramps, that were gathered and 
stored in a pit. These not only stayed good and could be dug up all 
winter, but they are actually good enough to plant in the spring to create 
a new population of wild leeks. 

 Another fabulous way of keeping things cold is using water. Much like 
using root cellars, water has a high thermal mass and this means that it 
has the ability to absorb a lot of heat without getting warm itself. In 
addition, water molding to whatever shape it's in is very conductive, so a 
lot of folks like to put something in a creek, a spring, or a pond using the 
mass of the water to keep it cool. Even better is flowing water like in this 
creek. There you have a constant flow of cold water coming and drying 
the heat out of your food and this will keep things cold for a very long 
time. 

 Spring houses were a common things on a lot of farms and homesteads 
back in the days before refrigeration, and what this would be is a house 
or a small outbuilding built on top of a running stream or a creek and the 
food could be placed in the water. Often it was channeled using ditches 
or pools like this so that this was a convenient place to put your cool 
things and also would keep animals and other things from being able to 
access your food. 

 Another way of keeping things cold is evaporative cooling. It takes energy 
for water to turn to vapor, so evaporating water requires heat and thus 
cools things and this is why we sweat when we're hot. We can keep food 
cold using the same principle. You can keep it really simple and simply 
wrap your pots or jars of food in wet towels and as the towels dry, it's 
going to cool your food. Or you can get more elaborate and build 
evaporative cooling devices. This is an example of a simple, easy to make 
at home, cooling device using evaporative cooling, known as a zeer. 

 In order to make one, you simply take 2 flowerpots, one that is small 
enough to fit inside the other and you fill the space between the 2 pots 
with sand. It's important that the outside pot be an unglazed ceramic so 
that water can evaporate through the sides of the pot. Then you add 
water, moistening the sand between the 2 layers and then you store your 
fresh food and produce in here. You would need to add a lot of water to 
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keep this going, so from 1 to 2 times a day, adding enough water that the 
sand is fully saturated and then it will slowly dry. 

 Another thing about zeers is they're only going to work well in relatively 
dry climates because the air needs to be dry enough so you're having 
evaporation happen. In humid climates, these are not a very effective 
way of cooling, but with some air movement, you could potentially build 
an evaporative cooler just with a box with screened sides with wet towels 
or curtains draped around and you could rig up a device, either a dish 
below the curtains where they draw the water up and it evaporates or 
something that drips the water down and thus they don't require as 
much maintenance. 

 Even if you've made lifestyle changes and you have a good idea of 
different storage techniques and ways to keep your food cold, the 
chances are still that somewhere along the line you might have some 
food that's starting to go slightly off. It's really important for you to be 
able to distinguish food that is still good and food that's really fit only for 
the compost pile. You're going to want to build your skills in being able to 
tell these things and the most important thing is to use your intuition. 
Does it feel like this food is going to be good for you or does it feel like 
your body's telling you no for some reason you can't really put a finger 
on? You're going to want to get really good at using your sense of smell. 
That's the first thing after my intuition that I use. I'm going to be smelling 
for anything sour, rotten meat odors or sulfury smells, anything that 
smells a little off. 

 The next thing is to give it a visual inspection. Does it look different than 
it did last time you looked at it? Is it discolored or does it have some fuzzy 
patches or small circles on it? If it's a light-colored fuzzy mold on a dry 
product such as cheese or bread, you could also scrape this off and still 
salvage it. Give it a taste and see if it's all right. If there's small circles that 
are a little slimy in appearance and anywhere from white to tan to yellow 
to pinkish, these could be bacterial colonies and you don't want to be 
eating that. Keep in mind that the higher the nutrition in the food, and 
this generally means higher protein or with more vitamins and minerals, 
it's more appealing to bacteria too, and if it's bacteria, these are the 
things that can really make you sick. Generally most molds aren't going to 
make you truly ill but it's these bacterial attacks on high-protein foods 
that are responsible for most food poisoning. 

 Get a handle on what works for you, use your own intuition, trust 
yourself, and you should keep yourself healthy and well regardless of 
refrigeration. 
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 Regardless of the reasons you may have been drawn to this talk, I hope 
you've learned that living without refrigeration isn't just about learning 
how to keep your food cold without electricity. It ties into so much more, 
including health, nutrition, local food systems and economies, 
sustainability and resource conservation, and a lot more. We've covered 
a lot of information here, probably too much to take in all at once. I don't 
expect that everyone who hears this is going to choose to eliminate 
refrigeration from their lives, but that doesn't mean you can't do 
anything to make changes or to be prepared in case it becomes 
necessary. What are some small things that you can do to make positive 
change? 

 The number one thing of course is to eat local and seasonal. This doesn't 
mean just shopping at a local store. It means buying food that was 
actually produced and processed near you. This food is fresher, more 
healthful, keeps better, and will benefit you and your community directly. 
If you're able, do what you can to grow or gather more of your own food. 
Visit local parks, green spaces, or wild land and harvest seasonal greens 
there. Grow sprouts on your windowsill. Grow a pot of veggies at a local 
community garden space. Take up fishing. There are a lot of great ways to 
have a more direct relationship with the food you eat. Think about the 
handling of all of your food. How many times has it traveled, been 
touched, reprocessed, packaged, etc? Focus on those foods with the least 
amount of travel and handling. 

 See if you can reduce the size of your refrigerator. Does everything you 
keep in there really require refrigeration? Could you buy less quantity at 
a time or use up leftovers sooner? Could you leave some of your food in a 
cold room or somewhere else colder? Maybe you could cut yourself 
down to a half-size refrigerator and save energy and space while you're 
at it. 

 In this modern world, so many of us are so separated from the natural 
world around us. It's doubly important to think hard about the food we 
eat. We can all turn off our televisions, resolve to drive less, and reduce 
our carbon footprint in other ways, but we can't choose to just stop 
eating. It's one of the few things we do every day throughout our lives. 
The choices we make have a big impact on the world around us, our local 
community, and our own bodies. I hope you'll agree that learning how to 
eat well and with less dependency on refrigeration is a big step in the 
right direction. 

 In addition to teaching a variety of classes about skills relating to living off 
grid without refrigeration, I also teach about sewing with buckskin, a way 
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to wear local clothing as well as eat local. I'm currently hard at work on a 
book about the subject. For more information about the classes I offer, to 
support my book project, or to pre-order a copy, visit 
www.buckskinrevolution.com or www.fromfarmandforest.com. I'll also 
be posting a list of recommended reading on the subject of living without 
refrigeration for those who are interested. Thank you so much for joining 
me today and good luck with your own living without refrigeration. 

M WIldcraft: That was just an incredibly phenomenally clear and succinct and powerful 
presentation on living without refrigeration. Of course, right, yeah, 
throughout all of history we did that. Why not now? Please support 
Woniya. Really, go to that button on the right there, click on that, help 
her fund that book, Buckskin Revolution, and then after she gets done 
with that book, she's going to be working on another book on living 
without refrigeration. Please support Woniya. She is definitely a very 
clear communicator and experienced person in vital skills that we will 
need as a species going forward. 

 There's a couple of other talks today and [inaudible 01:00:54] yours truly 
is going to be talking about how to grow half of your own food in your 
backyard in less than an hour a day. I'm very serious about that. That's a 
good one. We've got Doug Simons talking about plant communication 
and Tom Eppel talking about botany and how you could really grasp a lot 
of patterns plant families in just a day, very simple. Jeanette Berringer 
also with the Livestock Conservancy, great presentation on rabbits. There 
are so many good ones. This is Marjory Wildcraft at the Homegrown Food 
Summit. 

 

 


