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GETTING STARTED
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Growing up Amish, the eldest daughter in a family of seven, canning and preserving were always a part of family life, a part of summertime that went hand in hand with gardening. Now, as a mother of four growing boys with a large garden, I still find canning and preserving a part of my summer tradition. I love gardening, and preserving the beauty of my garden is just another part of that tradition.

Canning and preserving can be hard work, but with the right equipment and some time spent in the kitchen, you will reap the benefits of your labor all winter long. There’s such a wonderful feeling of satisfaction placing your gleaming jars on shelves or cupboards and knowing that it was your efforts that put them there, and for me it’s knowing exactly what’s in those jars. No artificial ingredients at all, just fresh food from my garden. I still buy fruit from local orchards (as we don’t have fruit trees), but that’s okay, as I still know where the food’s coming from.

There are some items you will need before you begin, but most are fairly inexpensive, and you can reuse them year after year. I recommend buying new jars for your first season of canning. That way, you won’t have to worry about chips around the outer edges or cracks anywhere in the jars. If the outer edge of a jar is nicked or chipped, the jar won’t obtain a tight seal.

Jars are available in quart, pint, or half-pint sizes. You can also buy even smaller jars, what I call jelly jars, which hold approximately ½ cup. I can all my pickles, applesauce, peaches, pears, beets, and tomato juice in quart-sized jars. My jellies, sauces, salsas, and relishes go in pint-sized jars, but we are a family of six and eat lots at every meal. You can use any size jar that works well for your family.

New canning jars (or mason jars, as they are usually called) come complete with lids and rings, also called screw bands. Lids are flat and have a rubber seal on the inside rim that conforms to the top of the glass jar and seals tightly in the canning process, preserving your food. Lids can be bought separately and are typically used only once. Screw bands do not have an infinite lifespan like jars; they get bent and sometimes rust—even now—and they need to be replaced as they wear out.

The recipes in this book are all processed using a boiling-water-bath method. You can also use a pressure canner, but I don’t have one myself and have never used one, so I didn’t feel comfortable using that method in my book, and water-bath canning has always worked well for me. You will also need a canner or hot-water-bath canner. A canner is basically a large stockpot, so if you have a large pot, you don’t necessarily have to buy a canner. I often use my stainless-steel twelve-quart kettle as a canner.

A jar lifter is a handy tool that you will use often while canning to take your jars out of boiling water, so it is a necessity.

A canning funnel is not necessary but recommended, especially when canning sauces or fruits. I like stainless-steel funnels as they don’t stain or melt.


A canning rack is also recommended to keep your jars off the bottom of the pot away from direct heat. Most canners come complete with the rack, but if you’re using a pot, you can use a cake cooling rack or can tie screw bands together to make your own rack. In a pinch, I sometimes use a clean dishcloth on the bottom of the pot for my canning rack. It keeps the jars from clattering as they boil and also keeps them from breaking.

It’s important to heat your jars before you fill them, not to sterilize them (as they will sterilize during the canning process) but to reduce the stress of temperature change. The best way to heat them is in hot water. Some people recommend heating them in your canner, by placing them in water until they reach a simmer (180°F, almost boiling). You can also use your dishwasher, and I’ve found that washing my jars in hot soapy water and leaving them on the counter to dry is enough to keep them hot, but my kitchen is always extremely warm in the summertime because I have no AC.

If you’re nervous about your jars not sealing while in the canner, you can also heat the lids the same way you heat the jars, but placing the lids on warm jars and then putting them in a canner of boiling water has always worked for me. The screw bands never need to be heated, as that’s the part that you fasten securely before putting the jars into the canner.

When filling the jars, be sure to follow each recipe’s instructions about headspace, or the space between the top of the jar and the top of the food. Sticky foods like canned fruit or applesauce can cause quite a mess if the jars are too full. Most recipes require ½ inch of headspace, although soft jams or fruit juices require a little less.

After the jars are filled with food, be sure to wipe the surface, especially the outer rim, clean of all food residue or particles. Not doing this step correctly can prevent a tight seal from forming during the canning process.

When all the jars are filled and the screw bands are fastened just fingertip tight (do not use a tool or device to tighten them), place your jars in the canner and adjust the water level so that all the jars are covered, and process at a full rolling boil according to the recipe’s instructions. When the jars are done, remove them carefully using the jar lifter. Place them on your kitchen counter or sturdy surface, and don’t move them for 24 hours. At this time, it’s not necessary to dry the jars or remove the screw bands. After 24 hours, you can remove the bands, check for a tight seal, and wipe down the jars.

Any jars that haven’t sealed can be kept in the refrigerator and enjoyed within a few days. Food safety concerns related to this would seem to be dependent on what was being canned; one wouldn’t want to eat, for instance, chicken soup if it had been sitting at room temperature for at least twenty-four hours.

Store your jars in a cool, dark space such as a pantry, cupboard, or basement. Basement storage is ideal for canned foods as the temperature is often cooler and more consistent.
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