Mild winter’s effect on country hams

Source: Gregg Rentfrow, UK extension meats specialist
A mild winter this year has been a nail-biter at times for the approximately 700 4-H’ers and numerous adult volunteers involved in the country ham project, but no problems of spoilage are anticipated with the hams. 

The majority of the hams in the project began the curing process the weekend of Martin Luther King, Jr. Day at ham houses across the state. Hams in the 4-H project are ambient cured which means they are cured outside and rely on Mother Nature to provide the natural refrigeration to keep the product fresh. This style of curing can allow each ham to have a subtle, unique taste.

Hams need to maintain an internal temperature of 45 to 50 degrees Fahrenheit to preserve freshness. Concern for the hams begins to rise when outdoor temperatures climb above 55 degrees, which much of the state reached or exceeded the week of Jan. 30. Some hams checked for internal temperature did reach or exceed 50 degrees during that time. 
Fortunately, those temperatures were short lived as the maximum daily highs occurred late in the day with sunset, and falling temperatures, shortly thereafter. It was possible at most ham houses to run fans at night to pull in cooler air to cool the hams back down. Even though daytime temperatures may get a little warm for the hams, as long as we have cooler nights and the fans running in the houses, the hams should be fine. 

It typically takes 60 days to complete the ham-curing process. Once this time has passed, University of Kentucky extension meats specialist Gregg Rentfrow will check hams across the state for any spoilage issues, although none are expected.

A positive effect of the warmer weather is it allows the hams to absorb more of the curing mixture, which should make the hams more flavorful. 
For more information on the 4-H country ham project, contact the (COUNTY NAME) office of the UK Cooperative Extension Service. 
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