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2015 Kentucky State Fair 4-H Country Ham entries.

County Extension personnel provided

families. and equipment required for the production of

country hams to over 1,000 youth and adults in
Lo =K seventy-one counties during 2015.
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Extension has erected thirty-two ham houses to serve over 1,000

clients annually in 71 counties.

Country ham production is growing in
popularity as people discover similarities to its
European rival, prosciutto (Perry, 2008). In the
“ham belt” (Kentucky, North Carolina, Tennessee
and Virginia), approximately 5% of hams are
cured as country hams for family use. Learning
to cure a country ham is a heritage skill youth and
adults are eager to gain.

Kentucky 4-H introduced the Country
Ham Project in 2000 at the Kentucky State Fair
in response to requests from ham producers to
insure people would understand the “how and
why of producing country hams” (Mikel, 2000).
The 4-H participation has quickly grown from 38
contestants in 2000 to 762 entries at the 2015
Kentucky State Fair. Youth conduct research on
country hams, compose an essay and present a
speech as part of their competition.

Country ham is the dry cured hind leg of a
pig that harks back to the way food was preserved
before mechanical refrigeration. Country ham
differs from wet cured or “city ham” in flavor and
texture. Historically, pigs are harvested in the cold
weather months. Hams are removed and cooled
before salt, sugar and spices are rubbed into the
ham to start the curing process. Extension staff
and trained volunteers teach the bag and box
method of curing. After curing, hams can be cold
smoked (<105°F) utilizing hard woods; this step
is a personal preference.

To be a country ham, at least 18% of the
green (uncured) weight must be lost and contain
4% or more salt, according to USDA. Very few
bacteria can grow without moisture in the high
salt concentration. Aging the ham through
the summer (nine to 12 months or longer) will
intensify the flavor and aroma.

In Breathitt County, adult participation in
the country ham workshops grew from seven
adults in 2014 to 75 in 2015. Because of the
growing interest in the country ham project,
thirty-two Extension offices have erected ham

Green or uncured hams are rubbed with salt, sugar and other
spices for dry curing.

houses for use by clients to cure and age the meat
in a secured and appropriate space.

Extension Country Ham Programs provide
knowledge in animal and food science,
microbiology, food preservation and food
safety. 'The workshops provide research-based
publications and hands-on training. The hams
prepared in the workshops are for personal use
since home cured hams cannot be legally sold to

the public.

Educational programs of Kentucky Cooperative Extension serve all people regardless of race, color, age, sex, religion, disability, or national origin.



