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Food

processing times, especially for dense foods like pumpkin. !e contents of the entire 
jar, not just the outer edge, must reach 240 degrees Fahrenheit in order to kill the 
bacterium that makes botulism. 

Most raw-packed vegetables shrink during processing, except starchy veg-
etables like corn, lima beans, peas and potatoes, which expand slightly.

Be sure to allow steam to escape the canner for ten minutes before closing the 
valve. Keeping the canner at the correct pressure can be tricky—you have to watch 
your burner and your gauge carefully. If it drops below pressure, you have to start 
over with the processing time. Once the food has been processed, let the canner cool 
naturally—don’t pour cold water on it or anything else. !is could spoil the food and 
the canner both.

Canning 101
To learn how to can food, start with fruit jam. Jam is the most forgiving of the 
canned foods: it’s easy to make and is completely salvageable. If it doesn’t set, use it 
as syrup, or add more pectin and cook it again. If the lid doesn’t seal, refrigerate that 
jar and eat it "rst, or steam/boil the jar again. 

Always use clean, ripe but not overripe ingredients. Cut o# any bruises and 
stems. Wash carefully and thoroughly; the bacterium that causes botulism is in dirt. 

Jam is a simple concoction: fruit, sugar and pectin (and sometimes lemon 
juice). !e thing that makes the fruit set into a gel is pectin, which is found in apples. 
You can use apple pectin to set jam; it’s just a lot easier to use the boxed, powered 
pectin. !ese boxes come with a very speci!c set of instructions. It can look sort of 
intimidating, but really, jam is easy. !ere is nothing to stop you from experimenting 
with natural pectin sources and sugar-substitutes like honey. Really, the only way 
you could ruin jam is to make it set so hard you couldn’t get it out of the jar.

You may be shocked to learn just how much sugar goes into jam—more sugar 
than fruit in conventional recipes! !ere are low-sugar pectin boxes—I tried one 
and couldn’t tell the di#erence in the jam except that it set a little harder, so I would 
recommend it. !ere are even kinds that use chemical sweeteners instead of sugar.

Ladle the cooked jam into a jar. A canning funnel will help immensely. Leave 
a “headspace” at the top of the jar—don’t "ll it all the way to the top. !is gives the 
food an opportunity to expand without forcing its way out of the jar and compro-
mising the seal. Don’t leave too big of a headspace, either, or the jar may not seal 
properly. For jam, about one-quarter to one-half inch will do. Place a lid on the 
jar, making sure that the rim is clear of drips, and then slide a screw band over it, 
hand-tight. Do not over-tighten the band, as this will prevent steam escaping the jar 
during processing. Do not tilt the jar so that the food could come in contact with 
the seal.
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GET YOUR PITCHFORK ON!

Process the jars thoroughly. If the processing time is listed in your instruction 
booklet or recipe as "$een minutes, that means "$een solid minutes. So, if you turn 
the heat down too far and the water stops boiling or the steam column shrinks, you 
need to bring it back up to temperature and start the timer over. Once the jars have 
been processed, put them on your counter on a dishcloth and let them sit there and 
cool down for at least twelve hours.

You will need di#erent amounts of fruit for a batch, which is the number of 
jars that "t in your canner at one time (approximately six quarts or twelve pints). 
I would not put jam in anything bigger than a pint jar; quarts are for bigger items. 
!ere are no preservatives in what you’re canning, so once you’ve opened a jar you 
have to eat the contents a little more quickly than something processed and sold in 
the store.

!e "rst year I had to guess how much fruit to use, but I kept track for future 
years. I found an enormous colander at an estate sale; when I had "lled it with 
raspberries, I knew I was ready to make a batch of jam. One year, I recorded that 
I bought twenty-six peaches, which I sliced, and they "lled nine pint jars. Some 
people measure by the pound; you’ll just have to do some experimenting with the 
fruit and equipment you have available.

I once made my grandma laugh out loud. I was making raspberry jelly, and 
phoned her because it wasn’t working out. 

“Well, tell me what you’ve done,” she said. I explained that I’d cooked the 
raspberries and added the pectin, like you’re supposed to do, and now I was trying 
to "lter it through some cheesecloth, but it was clotting up on the cheesecloth rather 
than running through it. !en came the laughter, a real hearty chuckle.

“What did I do wrong?” I asked, embarrassed. She got a hold of herself and 
explained, “You strain the fruit before you add the pectin, dear.”

It’s hard to be a country novice.

Freezing
People realized a long time ago that cold inhibits decay. !irty miles from our farm, 
in the mountains near a town called Trout Lake, was a place called “Cheese Cave.” It 
was an underground cavern in which Trout Lake’s dairies stored their cheese. In the 
Midwestern states and Northeast, ice was cut from the lakes in the winter, packed in 
sawdust and used throughout the year.

Modern freezers—also called the “deep-freeze” to di#erentiate it from the 
freezer in the kitchen—are set to 0 degrees Fahrenheit, instead of 30, and make 
storing food pretty easy. !ey self-defrost and are designed to run e%ciently and 
quietly. !ey have drawers and baskets that facilitate "nding the food once it’s in 
there. If you plan to store a large amount of food, using a separate freezer is ideal 


