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Solar Food Drying 
By Marcella Shaffer  

The oldest known method of food preservation is drying food using the heat from the sun. Unfortunately it 
has become the least used as freezers and pressure canners have taken its place. While these methods of 
food preservation are certainly effective, they have drawbacks when compared to solar food drying. 

Freezing is quick and easy but requires purchasing an expensive freezer if you don't already own one. It 
also requires electricity (or other form of energy) to operate. Unless you are "off-the-grid," a power outage 
can result in food loss. 

 

Canning food requires more work than freezing but is generally unaffected by power outages. The initial 
expense of getting started can be substantial if you have to purchase the canner itself and related items like 
jars, lids, etc., and new lids must be purchased each year. Also, a source of energy is required, (electric, 
wood, gas, propane, etc.) while preserving, and canned food requires a lot of storage space. 

Preserving food by solar drying requires no energy except the heat of the sun. Dried food also requires no 
energy to maintain it while stored. Related expenses are practically nothing, and little storage space is 
required. Drying food is easy to do and doesn't require any special skills or equipment. 

Dried food is excellent for hiking and camping because of its light weight and compact size. Several days 
rations can easily be placed in a backpack or your pockets. Best of all, dried food is delicious and 
nutritious. 

Solar drying basics 

Dried food is preserved by its moisture content, or rather the lack of it. It is always better to have food 
overly dry than not dry enough. Mold, due to inadequate drying, is the main cause of food spoilage while 
stored. 

Climate can affect solar drying. The ideal climate is one with low humidity and bright, strong sunshine. If 
you live in a humid or rainy area you may wish to dry foods with a dehydrator or in the oven. While drying 
in this manner will require some form of energy, the other benefits of dried food will still be available to 
you. 



Do not dry your food outside in an area with a lot of traffic or air pollution. Contamination is possible from 
airborne emissions. 

After food is prepared for drying, spread it in a single layer (pieces not touching) on drying trays and place 
in a sunny spot which permits good air circulation. Turn food daily. Dry strong-flavored or odored foods by 
themselves. 

Drying trays can be made by simply using a frame and covering it with cheesecloth or plastic screen. 
Stretch tightly and fasten on the back with staples or tacks. A string can be placed across the back for 
reinforcement to prevent sagging (See illustration). 

Do not use metal screen unless you cover it with cheese cloth. It may contaminate or ruin your food. 
Window frames, window screens, door frames, or discarded screen doors all make good drying trays. Set 
the tray on rocks or pieces of wood to permit air circulation from all sides. If insects are a problem while 
drying, loosely drape cheesecloth or other such fabric over the drying food. Arrange it so it does not touch 
food or it may stick. 

To intensify the heat from the sun, an old window or piece of glass, can be placed above the food on the 
drying rack, allowing several inches of space for air circulation. 

A simple solar dryer can be built from scrap material and an old window. Build a box similar to a 
gardening cold frame and cover with a piece of glass or plastic. Ventilation holes can be covered with 
screen to control insects if you wish. If the temperature inside gets too high (over 135-140 degrees F) 
provide more ventilation by raising the glass top a few inches. 

 

Selecting a warm spot, like a heat reflecting driveway or roof-top, can help also. 

Bring your trays inside at night or if rain threatens. Finish drying in the oven or over your heating stove if 
necessary. 

Variables like your particular locality and climate, humidity, heat, and the food itself can affect the length 
of time it takes for food to dry, so it is impossible to give specifics. The following guidelines offer some 
dryness indications for particular foods. 

Harvest your fruits and vegetables when they are at the peak of flavor. It is better if they are slightly 
immature than overly ripe. 



Never place dried food that is still warm directly into the storage containers. Always let it cool completely 
first. 

 

Guidelines for Fruits and Vegetables 

Food Preparation Dryness test 

Apples, pears, peaches .  Wash, core, and peel. Cut into 1/4" slices or 
rings Leathery with no moisture when cut 

Apricots, plums Wash, halve and pit.  
"Pop" backs. Leathery and pliable No moisture when cut 

Bananas, rhubarb Peel, slice in thin rounds Brittle 

Berries Sort, wash, and remove stems. Brittle and hard 

Cherries, grapes Sort and wash. Pit cherries. Slightly sticky, like raisins 

Asparagus tips Wash, blanch 3 minutes. Leathery to brittle 

Beans, cabbage, peppers Wash, chop into small pieces. Blanch 4 minutes Brittle 

Broccoli, cauliflower Wash, trim, and chop. Blanch 3 minutes. Brittle 

Carrots Wash, cut into slices. Blanch 3 minutes. Dry and brittle 

Corn Husk, trim, cut off cob. Dry and brittle 

Mushrooms Wash, sort, and slice 1/4" thick. Dry and brittle 

Onions Remove outer skin, then chop. Brittle 

Peas  Shell and sort. Blanch 3 min. Brittle 

Squash, zucchini Wash, peel, remove seeds. Blanch 2 minutes. Leathery and tough 

Tomatoes Scald, chill, and peel. Slice into quarters. Leathery and tough 



 


