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A History of Being in a Pickle

According to Nancy Ralph, director of the mobile NY Food
Museum, as much as Americans love pickles and as strong as
the pickle tradition was on the Lower East Side, the nation is
way behind the times compared with other cultures.

“The Chinese have a very strong pickling tradition, for in-
stance, and use pickles as a form of nutrition,” says Ralph. “And
Japan has more kinds of pickles [called tsukemono] than you
can imagine: There are breakfast pickles, lunch pickles, snack
pickles, dinner pickles.”

A closer look at pickling offers a global history of migration
and survival, as well as a valuable example of how culinary tra-
ditions manage to persist, explains Ralph.

The NY Food Museum reports that pickling is believed to date
back to 2400 B.C. Pickled vegetables marched into battle
alongside Julius Caesar and Napoleon— pickles were believed
to boost soldiers’ physical and spiritual health. Cleopatra cred-
ited a steady diet of pickles for her good looks, while Amerigo
Vespucci protected his sailors against scurvy with the savvy in-
clusion of pickled vegetables on voyages to the New World.

“In times of food shortage, pickles are one of the things that al-
lowed people to live,” says Ralph. “As [the NY Food Museum]
started looking into different cultures, we heard stories from
Russian immigrants who said that pickles were how they got
their vegetables all through the winter.” 

The cucumber is king of American pickles for a variety of
reasons, says Ralph. In addition to being grown through
much of Europe—and therefore, familiar to many early
American immigrants—she says cucumbers make great
pickles because they “are prolific, cheap and consistent, and
[they] keep their crunch.”

Preserving a Way of Life

Susan and Lorne Jones, of Wellesley, saw in pickling a way to
preserve their heritage—both culinary and otherwise.

“We grew up in rural upstate New York with our parents and
relatives pickling things,” says Lorne. “In the fall or summer,
whatever the harvest was, it went in a jar. So we grew up with
that value system.” 

However, because of consolidation in the pickling industry, the
couple says it’s difficult to find much variety of taste or veg-
etable in today’s mass-market pickled products. “They all taste
the same—the corporate pickle, if you will,” says Susan. 

About a year and a half ago, the Joneses decided to try their
hand at recapturing the pickles of their past. “We wanted to
offer something that was more homemade-tasting and remi-
niscent of what people’s parents and grandparents used to
make,” says Susan.

Both fans of historic homesteads, the couple launched their
business, Root Cellar Preserves, with the idea of using a portion
of the proceeds to help support historic-preservation projects. 
“A lot of old houses that represent the making of America are
coming down through rural development or because people
can’t afford to keep up with the cost of repairs,” explains Lorne. 

To date, Root Cellar Preserves has made contributions to the
Draper House, the oldest home in Dover, Massachusetts; the
Joneses’ own pet project, an abandoned early American farm-
stead in Little Falls, New York; and the Dadmun-McNamara

House, an 1824 colonial homestead in their hometown.

Although the Joneses continually tinker with fine-tuning their
preserves at home, they quickly realized that regulations and
volume made it unfeasible for them to produce the final prod-
ucts themselves. So the couple decided to contract the work
out to small local businesses. 

Along the way, they realized that such businesses are under as
much pressure as the old houses they hoped to save. 

Susan says the family-run businesses in Massachusetts that
might have been interested in producing for Root Cellar Pre-
serves have all been bought out by large companies. “We’d call
pickle companies and get referred back to the same 800-num-
ber in Minnesota,” she says. 

So the Joneses expanded their search and settled on a few small
family-owned pickle producers in the Northeast to make several
varieties of cucumber pickles. These include a sweet-and-spicy
mix of cucumbers, cauliflower, and sweet and hot peppers; a
sweet mix of cucumbers, cauliflower, sweet peppers and pearl
onions; dill pickles; and sweet pickles with a hint of cinnamon
and apple. 

“For the most part, they’re recipes we grew up with,” says
Lorne. “Although we head to the kitchen after the kids go to
bed to experiment.” (However, the Joneses do allow the man-
ufacturers—which handle the fresh-pack processing, including
pasteurization—to adjust pH balances at their discretion and
make batches in the most-economical quantities.) 

Root Cellar Preserves also began carrying a corn relish made
by Engel’s Farm and Market in Albany, New York. 

“[Ed Engel], the farmer who makes the corn relish, sells it in a
little shop. In a couple of months, we sold more of his relish
than he does in a whole year, and he was just thrilled. So we are 
happy to be giving people like him access to bigger city
markets,” says Susan.

Power to the Pickle

Dan Rosenberg, of Montague, stumbled onto pickling as
an outgrowth of his interest in sustainable agriculture. 

“In college, I had a lot of interest in environmental issues
and ended up focusing on organic agriculture,” Rosenberg
says. Once out of college, he apprenticed at an organic veg-
etable farm. In 1999, Rosenberg attended a workshop at a
Northeast Organic Farming Association conference and
began pickling as a way to keep eating local year round. 

Around this time, he also grew interested in the work of
Weston Price, a dentist and researcher who studied the diets
of indigenous peoples worldwide during the 1920s and
1930s. Price found that people eating traditional diets—
which often included raw, naturally fermented pickles—en-
joyed dramatically better health than people eating the
“modern” diet of the industrialized world.

Rosenberg started his business, Real Pickles, in 2002.
“There are countless societal and ecological benefits to hav-
ing our food systems locally or regionally oriented,” says
Rosenberg. “For me, the business is a way I can make a
small contribution to bringing that about.”

He buys all his produce from organic farms in the North-
east and as locally as possible. His interest in Price’s work
led him to settle on using natural fermentation, the oldest
method of pickling. According to Rosenberg, this fermen-
tation process relies only on the lactic acid cultures that nat-
urally occur on the vegetables and a small amount of sea
salt. 

“Very few businesses in the country use this fermentation
process anymore. But for thousands of years this was how
people all over the world did pickles,” says Rosenberg. 

The result is a cucumber pickle with a sharp, fresh flavor
and a slightly soft texture.

In 2005, Dan’s partner, Addie Rose Holland, joined him in
running Real Pickles. Today, in addition to cucumber dill
pickles, the pair makes naturally fermented sauerkraut, red
sauerkraut, kimchi (Korean-style pickled cabbage in this
case), and ginger carrots year round at the Western Mass
Food Processing Center in Greenfield. 

The cucumbers, which ferment for about five days, account
for the busiest season during their harvest months of July,
August and September. Cabbages are harvested, shredded
and set up in barrels for fermentation between September
and December. The kimchi ferments for a month or two
and is packaged in late fall and early winter, and the sauer-
kraut and ginger carrots ferment anywhere from two to six
months and are packaged over the course of the winter and
spring.

Real Pickles are only sold in the Northeast to cut down on
fossil fuels consumed for delivery. 

“We don’t ship all over the country,” says Rosenberg.
“There aren’t a lot of products like ours available, so we 

hear from people out of state who really want our stuff.
But we feel that this is a way we can act as something of
an example.”  �

Genevieve Rajewski frequently writes about food and wine—or bet-
ter yet, all manners of snacking and sipping. Her publication credits
include Washington Post Magazine, The Boston Globe, The Christian
Science Monitor, Cooking Light, Imbibe and The Boston Phoenix,
among many others. Read more at www.ticktockwordshop.com.

 Lorne Jones, of Root Cellar Preserves, generously shared
his mother’s favorite recipe for dill pickles. This simple
recipe requires no canning; however, the pickles must al-
ways remain refrigerated. 

Ginny Jones’ Home-Style Dill Pickles

To each quart jar add:
•  2 to 3 cloves of garlic
•  1 small red or green hot pepper (optional)
•  1 generous sprig of dill

Select fresh, firm pickling cucumbers. Wash and cut off both
ends, then pack in jars.

Bring to a boil:
•  1 quart distilled or cider vinegar
•  2⁄3 cup of Kosher salt

Pour liquid into jars and seal. (The heat dissolves the salt in the
vinegar and marries the flavors and also helps the brine perme-
ate the pickles.) Refrigerate the pickles, which will be ready to
eat in about a week. 

Make your own Pickles

Ph
ot

og
ra

ph
: C

ou
rt

es
y 

of
 R

oo
t C

el
la

r 
Pr

es
er

ve
s

Ph
ot

og
ra

ph
: C

ou
rt

es
y 

of
 R

ea
l P

ic
kl

es


