
When  Canning  Goes  Bad:  9
Common Mistakes To Avoid
If you’re like me, if you see something you like, you wonder
how to make them instead of just buying it from somebody else.

This is how many of my friends have gotten into home canning –
they’ve tasted something that I’ve made (I regularly give away
my jellies, jams, and salsas as gifts) and then they want to
learn how to make it.

When I tell them, I also teach them how to avoid several
common home canning mistakes, and now I’d like to share them
with you.

Whether you’re making peach preserves or entire meals in a
jar, don’t make the following mistakes!

Not Wiping the Rims
This is one of those rookie mistakes that a person only makes
large-scale once. It’s common even for an experienced canner
to have a jar or two not seal, especially when canning greasy
foods like meat or sauces.

Having just one or two not seal is fine; you just throw it in
the fridge and eat it soon. Losing a whole batch, or at least
several jars, is a disaster. It’s a waste of food, time, and
money and is terribly discouraging.

But you can avoid it. My approach to canning is that you can’t
be too careful with any step. It’s a precise process, sort of
like baking. You need to complete each step properly if you
want a successful end product.

In that vein, I wipe all of my rims with a clean, damp cloth,
then go back and wipe them with a dry cloth just to make sure.
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Not Sterilizing the Jars
While it’s true that the food inside the jars boils, you run
the  risk  of  locking  pathogens  in  the  jar  if  you  don’t
sterilize them first. Trust me – if there was a way to skip
this step, I would. But there’s not. As a matter of fact, you
can’t skip any of the steps in this article – that’s why I’m
emphasizing them.

All you need to do is scrub them well in hot, soapy water and
rinse them well. Now you know that there are no pathogens and
there are no traces of oils or any remnants of food left from
whatever you used the jar for last.

Even if it’s new, you still need to wash it. I’d venture to
say, especially if it’s new!



Over-filling  or  Under-filling  the
Jars
It’s important that you leave enough room – called head room –
in a jar to allow for expansion and boiling, but it’s also
important that you fill it enough that the jar will seal
properly. If you have a lot of air left in the jar, it may be
tough to get the jar to seal or stay sealed. Usually a half-
inch is about right.



Your recipe will tell you exactly how much space to leave, so
follow that. If you have a little left over, instead of using
a jar, throw it in the fridge.

Not Processing Correctly
If you don’t take anything else away from this article, this
is the one to hold on to. Non-acidic foods such as meat, some
fruits and most vegetables MUST be pressure-canned. Unless of
course you fancy a raging case of botulism, which attacks your
neurological system and kills you and stuff. Personally, I’ll
use the pressure canner.

Seriously,  though,  the  reason  that  this  is  necessary  is
because botulism is anaerobic, meaning that it thrives in low-
oxygen  environments.  It  doesn’t  do  well  in  an  acidic
environment,  but  when  you  get  a  low-acid,  low-oxygen
environment,  you’ve  basically  built  it  a  beach  house  and
rolled out the welcome mat.

Each recipe will call for a different time and pressure, so it
depends on what you’re making and what type of machine you
have. Don’t let this intimidate you; I know a lot of people
that don’t use pressure canners or pressure cookers because
they’re scared of them. Follow the directions and you’ll be
fine. Plus, you can cook a roast in a pressure cooker in
forty-five minutes or so. Bonus!

Signs that your canned goods are contaminated with botulism
are bubbles at the top (after it’s been sitting for a few
weeks or months), a popping sound when you open it, a leaky
lid, and a slimy white film on the food. If you have any of
these, don’t risk it – toss it. A jar of green beans is not
worth dying for.
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Not Releasing the Air Pockets
You need to use a spatula or wooden spoon to release the air
pockets in the jar so that it will seal properly. There’s
actually a tool designed specifically for this if you want to
buy it. You want all of the air out of the jar for a couple of
reasons – first, it seals better when there’s very little air.
Second, botulism that we talked about above.

Once you fill your jars, run the spatula or spoon down the
sides of the inside of the jar and just wiggle it around a
little so that all of the air pockets release. Do this right
before you wipe your rims so that you can add more water or
sauce if you need to.

Putting Cold Jars in Boiling Water,
or Vice Versa
Canning jars are known for their durability, but be careful
mixing temperatures. Even the best glass can only take so
much. You need to be especially careful going from hot to
cold. Never put a hot jar in cold water.

As a matter of fact, when you take it from the canner, handle
it carefully because there’s still quite a bit of pressure in
there. I’ve pretty much blown up a jar a time of two because I
knocked it on the edge of the counter pulling it out of the
bath. You want them to cool slowly, too, so cover them with a
towel  when  you  take  them  out  of  the  bath.  That’s  not  a
requirement,  but  I’ve  found  that  my  stuff  seals  a  little
better if I set them on a towel, then put another towel over
them.

Using Damaged or Non-Canning Jars
It’s perfectly fine to reuse Ball or Mason (or whatever) jars



that  are  made  specifically  for  home  canning,  but  using
commercial jars like pickle jars that aren’t meant for home
canning aren’t acceptable. Now that you have the right jars,
check them for cracks and run your fingers along the rim
looking for chips. If there’s even the smallest one, don’t can
with it.

Re-Using Lids
I know a few people who re-use their rubber-sealed lids and to
be honest I’ve done it myself when I was in a pinch and was
one shy of having enough. But don’t. Seriously. There’s no way
to make sure that they’re free of bacteria and the rubber is
only made for one use so there’s no way to guarantee that it
will seal. If you have a thing about throwing stuff out like I
do, keep it to use on jars that aren’t going to be used for
canning.

There are now reusable canning lids available though. They
appeal to my sensibilities and in the long run are cheaper
than single-use lids.

Using Over-Ripe Fruit
You want your produce to be ripe, but if it’s too ripe, it’ll
cook to mush. On the other side of the coin, if it’s not ripe
enough,  the  flavors  won’t  be  fully  developed.  There  are
different guidelines for every fruit and vegetable, but in
general, you don’t want it to be so ripe that it’s soft. At
that point, it’s either time to eat it or turn it into jelly
or sauce.

Canning is a pleasurable, satisfying end to all of your hard
work, as long as it works out well. It’s a relatively easy
process as long as you follow the basic guidelines and avoid
the home-canning mistakes made above.



And the most important thing is that you’ll be able to make
your own food for long term survival, so you won’t rely on
what you may or may not find on the shelves!

 

I know that there are all kinds of mistakes that you’ve made
if you’ve canned much, so please share your experiences with
us in the comments section below.

This  article  has  been  written  by  Theresa  Crouse  for
Survivopedia.
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