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Preserve Your Harvest by Canning
While some gardens are just now drying out from the wet weather, many fruit trees and berry bushes are full of tasty fruit.  For those seeking to preserve their summer harvest, home canning may be an option. For novice and experienced home canners, the following tips and resources will help to make sure your items remain safe to eat. 
When canning foods at home, the recipe used is as important to the final product as the quality of the ingredients. Not all recipes for home canning have been tested for safety.  My go-to resource for up to date, tested recipes is the National Center for Home Food Preservation (http://www.uga.edu/nchfp/).  Tested recipes can also be found via USDA and manufacturers of home canning equipment and supplies.  
Using the right equipment when canning is key.  Some foods can be preserved using a water bath canner, but others must be processed in a pressure canner.  If the right canning method is not used, then the finished product could make people very sick.  Any equipment you use should be in good working order.  This is not the time to dig out your grandmother’s antique pressure canner.  Over time, rubber gaskets and seals can degrade.  If you are unsure as to the age of your pressure canner, it may be time to replace it with a newer model. Experts advise that dial gauges on pressure canners be tested annually to make sure they are accurate.  

The startup price to produce 5 or 6 half pint jars of homemade jam or pickles can be another factor to consider.  From a quick internet search, the basic equipment needed to water bath can items such as jelly, jam, relishes and pickles will run you about $30.00.   Based on my own experience, the average cost of that very first batch of home canned strawberry jam will be approximately $6.00 a jar. However, iof you retain your jars in good working order, no chips or cracks, they can be reused many times. The only additional purchase for future batches would be new lids as they are single use items.
There are many other technical aspects to canning that one needs to consider, including jar size, headspace, and recommended processing (canning) times.  All of these can influence the safety of the final product.  The last thing I want to do is tell someone that the food they have just spent hours canning has to be thrown away or redone. However, if one did not use a tested recipe, if unsealed jars were not identified within 24 hours after canning, or if jars were not processed properly (i.e. using a water bath canner instead of a pressure canner) there may be no other choice.  Nobody likes to throw food away, but nobody wants to get sick (or worse) from eating unsafe food. My personal adage is; “When in doubt, throw it out.” 
On July 11 from 1-3pm, I will host an introductory home canning class, Canning 101, at the Gregg County Extension Office in Longview. Canning 101 is an educational lesson on the differences between Pressure Canning and Water Bath Canning Techniques. Information on Food Safety and Cottage Food Law will also be presented.  Each participant will receive recipes, guidelines, and have a chance to taste test store bought vs. home canned jam.  The cost to attend is $15.00 per person.  At the conclusion of the class, I will test pressure dial gauges (National, Presto, Magic Seal and Maid of Honor brands only) until 4pm. Class participation is not required for gauge testing. Please call the Gregg County Extension Office @ 903-236-8429 by July 9 to reserve a spot in the class. 

