
WATER-BATH CANNING:
THE BASICS

A beginner's guide to preserving your harvest.

When I first started thinking about water-bath canning, I'll admit, I was a little intimidated. It felt like a 
lost art, something reserved for grandmothers with encyclopedic knowledge of preserving. But as I 
delved in, I discovered it's a wonderfully accessible and rewarding process. It's like giving your 
summer harvest a cozy hug to enjoy all year round. Let's walk through the simple steps together!

The Canning Process: Step-by-Step

Here's a breakdown of the essential steps for successful water-bath canning:

1.  Gather Your Supplies: You'll need canning jars (Mason jars are standard), lids, rings, a large 
pot or canner, a jar lifter, a funnel, and a ladle.

2.  Prepare Your Jars: Wash jars, lids, and rings in hot, soapy water. Keep jars hot in a simmering 
water bath or in a warm oven (around 225°F/107°C) until ready to fill. This prevents thermal 
shock.

3.  Prepare Your Food: Wash, chop, and prepare your fruits or vegetables according to your 
chosen recipe. Many recipes require adding acid (like lemon juice or vinegar) for safety and 
preservation.

4.  Sterilize Lids: Simmer lids in water according to manufacturer instructions (usually about 5 
minutes). Do not boil. Rings typically don't need sterilizing, just washing.

5.  Fill the Jars: Using a funnel, carefully ladle your hot food into hot jars, leaving the headspace 
recommended by your recipe (usually 1/4 to 1/2 inch).

6.  Remove Air Bubbles: Slide a non-metallic utensil (like a plastic spatula or chopstick) around the 
inside of the jar to release any trapped air bubbles.

7.  Wipe Jar Rims: Clean the rim of each jar with a damp cloth to ensure a good seal. Any food 
residue can prevent the lid from sealing properly.

8.  Place Lids and Rings: Center the hot lid on the clean jar rim. Screw on the ring until fingertip 
tight. Don't overtighten, as air needs to escape during processing.

9.  Load the Canner: Carefully place filled jars onto the rack in your canner, ensuring they are 
upright and not touching each other. Add enough water to cover the jars by at least 1-2 inches.

10. Process the Jars: Bring the water to a rolling boil. Once boiling, start your timer according to the 
processing time specified in your recipe, adjusting for altitude if necessary.

11. Cool and Check Seals: After processing, turn off the heat and carefully remove the canner lid. 
Let the jars sit for 5 minutes. Then, using a jar lifter, remove the jars and place them on a towel-
lined counter, spaced apart. Let them cool undisturbed for 12-24 hours. You'll hear a 'ping' as 
they seal. Check seals by pressing the center of the lid; it should not flex.



A Few Things I've Learned:

Fresh is Best: Use the freshest produce possible for 
the best flavor and texture.
Follow Recipes: Especially when starting out, stick to 
tested recipes from reliable sources like the National 
Center for Home Food Preservation or Ball Canning.
Headspace Matters: Too little or too much headspace 
can affect sealing and safety.
Don't Rush Cooling: Allow jars to cool completely 
undisturbed for proper sealing.

A Gentle Safety Note: Always use tested recipes and follow instructions precisely. Water-bath 
canning is safe for high-acid foods like fruits, pickles, and jams. Low-acid foods like vegetables and 
meats require pressure canning. When in doubt, consult reliable canning resources.


