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Ashley Henning fills canning jars full of chicken. The annual art of canning is
more than a means of putting food by for the Henning/Rowbury family — it’s
also a way for friends and family to get together and dish.

Putting it by
It was brought to my attention recently
that I don’t spend nearly enough time
in the kitchen with other women. It is
perhaps my out of the box upbringing,
which lacked a certain amount of tradition,
which has aided in this conclusion.
Once exposed to this new feeling of
camaraderie, it is easy to want more of
it - especially when I get to spend time
with people like Kathy Rowbury and her
daughter Ashley.
Ashley grew up in a home just a bit
north of Driggs that served as a bed and
breakfast. When I arrived at that home
last Saturday, I got a tour of the premises.
I thought that if it were still open for
business, I might stay there. It seemed
cozy, in a wide open kind of way.
Our last stop on the tour was the
kitchen. Ashley’s friend Hannah stood
at the sink, the water running, working
her fingers
over a piece of
chicken. She
was washing it,
pulling bones
enn
and skin away
and discarding
the useless parts into a garbage can. The
clean piece of chicken was laid into a bowl
full of other clean pieces of chicken.
Kathy greeted me warmly. I have a lot
of respect for her. I wonder what it must
be like to be in charge of all the school
lunches in Teton County, Idaho. During
the government shutdown, she was told
she could feed the kids until the end of
October. Any more than that, and it was
time to get creative. Kathy, no doubt,
would have handled it with no nonsense
and a lot of ingenuity. On this day, with
me in her own home kitchen, she was
about to play teacher instead of lunch lady.
Kathy, Ashley and Hannah were in
the midst of canning chicken. Chicken
parts were still boiling in the garage on
camp stoves, as there weren’t nearly
enough burners in the kitchen. It boils
until the chicken is easy to pull from the
bones. The cleaning starts, as Hannah was
demonstrating, and it is passed on to be
chopped and dropped into wide mouth pint
jars. At the bottom of each jar is one half
teaspoon of salt. Each jar is then filled
with fresh tap water, the lids and seals are
tightened, and the pressure canners are
prepped for action.
The chicken we canned in the Rowbury
kitchen can keep for up to five years if it
is canned and stored correctly (a cool, dry
place). There are different requirements
for high altitude canning, and you need to
garner information on the method from a
reliable source. Only a few things can be
canned using a water bath. Mastering the
pressure canner will open a broad world
of canning options to you, and will aid
in your survival during the impending

zombie attack.
This is a process that is executed with
precision and efficiency by even the most
inexperienced. Both Hannah and I were
beginners at canning when we came
together in that kitchen. We came away
armed with the information we needed to
try it all on our own. But I think we also
both came away knowing that it wouldn’t
be that fun if we actually did elect to do it
alone.
In the kitchen that day, all of us
talked about good friends we knew. We
talked about family. We discussed the
struggles that life brings. We never talked
politics, and Miley Cyrus only came up
once. Kathy shared stories of her own
upbringing, and how she and her family
would travel to Utah to can peaches with
her grandparents. They would fill the
back of her grandfather’s pick-up with
peaches they
had picked
themselves.
She explained
that this
ein
equated to
eighteen
bushels. An average bushel of peaches
weighs fifty pounds.
They would convene, these many
members of her family, spanning across
many ages, and can peaches all day. The
kids would blanch and peel the peaches.
Kathy said if the peach didn’t split where
it naturally should, a bit of peach might
come off and land in her mouth. She
emphasized that this had to be done low
under the radar, as her grandmother was a
taskmaster when it came to canning.
Kathy used to can a lot of food for
her family, but her children are grown
and out of the house. With just her and
her husband Craig, the exercise became
unnecessary. She moved on to canning
food for her kids as gifts, and she settled
on chicken. “Chicken salad, chicken
enchiladas…” she trails off while she lists
the use of the chicken. “If you put it in
soup, put it in at the end. It will break
apart.” I winked at Ashley as I thought
about the chili she made for my 2011 chili
cook-off. She used her mom’s canned
chicken in her recipe and won.
At one point, Ashley expresses that she
wished her sister could have come. “It’s
so fun when the kitchen is really crowded,
and it makes the work go so fast.” That
was easy to see. I stood at the sink next
to a girl from New Jersey that I hadn’t
met until canned chicken had brought
us together. We killed an easy two and
a half hours (admittedly, they did start
earlier than I did) chatting the time away,
all under the promise that a long held
tradition would be shared.
I have so few of my own. I do believe I
will adopt this one.
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