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lthough relatively new members to the fra-
ternity of canning, Matt and Andrea
Turnbull are among its most ambitious,

preserving an array of local fruits and vegetables.
The astounding volume they preserve is matched
only by its diversity.

The Turnbulls only started on their evening-and-
weekend canning odyssey two years ago, but in that
time they’ve perfected over 100 recipes, and “put
up” over 1,000 litres of delicious jams, jellies, pick-
les and fruit, all for their personal enjoyment.

To some, the sheer scope of their ongoing canning
project seems like madness, or at the very least a
severe obsession, but for the Turnbulls, it’s a path to
eating more responsibly, spending more quality time
with each other, and reveling in the underappreciat-
ed bounty that Muskoka has to offer.

“These days we’ll can something almost every
day,” says Andrea from her kitchen in Port Carling,
where she’s in the middle of the epic of processing

250 pounds of apples. “When we started, we had no
idea how hardcore we were going to get.”

Early in the summer of 2009, inspired by friends
and childhood memories of preserving with their
mothers, Matt and Andrea decided to “make a few
pickles,” using traditional family recipes. After that,
they were hooked.

“After the pickles, we decided to try some jam,
and then a friend lent us the Bernardin bible,” says
Andrea, referring to the mason jar manufacturer’s
Complete Book of Home Preserving, a 450-page guide
that features 400 canning recipes. “Since then, we’ve
been going pretty much non-stop.”

Sourcing their produce exclusively from local
farmers’ markets and the vegetable gardens of
friends – their own garden is woefully shady due to
their location – the Turnbulls strive to fill their jars
with food that’s been grown locally. Especially
rewarding, they say, is foraging for their ingredients
in the forests and fields of Muskoka.

Preserving the bounty
Andrea jars carrot chips to turn into dilled carrots
(above, left). Matt turns apples into sauce (above).

Andrea and Matt Turnbull fill sterilized jars with hot apple sauce, which then is processed in boiling water.
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sweet or sour preserve.
As much as possible, the Turnbulls try to preserve

with a minimal amount of sugar or salt, with most
of their favourite recipes taking advantage of natural
sugars in the fruit, or high acid vegetables, like toma-
toes, which will keep in their own juice for years.

Once the preserve is ready, the mixture goes into
hot, sterilized jars, and the jars are then processed –
submerged in boiling water – for a precise amount
of time.

“We have pretty rigid standards when it comes to
cleanliness and food safety,” says Andrea, noting that
steps such as wiping jar rims, ensuring the headspace
(the space between the food and the lid) is correct
for the recipe and using exact processing times is
crucial to preventing even a remote chance of botu-
lism, a potentially deadly consequence of improper
canning.

While the Turnbulls started with fairly traditional
recipes, they’ve graduated to a point where weirder is
better.

“We’re really trying to think outside of the box
and use ingredients in new and different ways,”
explains Matt, pointing to their delicate fruit butters
and curds, variations on standard recipes like sweet
green tomato pickles, and the item that has become
a staple in their house: tomato jam.

“The tomato jam is just divine,” says Andrea. “It
has the consistency of jam, with chunks of tomatoes
and a few chili flakes for a spicy finish. It’s totally
replaced ketchup for us – we’d eat it on everything if
we could.”

Along with the pride taken in making their own
food, the Turnbulls also celebrate the satisfaction of
knowing exactly where their ingredients come from.

“There’s some kind of sense of responsibility that
needs to take place in eating,” says Andrea, whose
induction into a life of canning coincided with a
personal shift in an ethical awareness of food. “Peo-
ple in general are so far removed from their food
sources – when you open a can of something from
the grocery store, you don’t know where the ingredi-
ents came from, how far they had to travel to get to
you, or what they’ve been treated with. By making
our own, we know exactly what we’re consuming.”

When people first see the stacks of jars that occu-
py their house, says Matt, they think that some
madness has infected the Turnbulls. In fact though,
compared to the same pile of food from a grocery
store that an average family would eat over the
course of a year, the seeming lunacy for preserving
appears saner.

“I do feel like canning can make a difference in
the world,” says Andrea. “Sure, we might have 1,000
mason jars, but they’ll be reused when they’re filled
next year.”

“I don’t think we’ve saved a whole lot of money on
food, once you factor in the costs and the time and
energy we use, but it’s definitely money better
spent,” says Matt. “Now, apart from what we spend
on the butcher and a bit of green produce, our gro-
cery bills are really low.”

Calling the sight of their filled jars piling up

“addictive,” the Turnbulls say that the one of the
most gratifying aspects of canning is the time they
get to spend together. Instead of spending spare time
watchingTV, the two are in the kitchen creating and
experimenting. With the music up loud, the atmos-
phere is always festive.

With two years of intense canning behind them,
the Turnbulls are eager to share their passion and
encourage others to start on their own canning
adventures. Andrea maintains a comprehensive blog
of their efforts at puttingupwiththeturnbulls.com,
detailing each batch they make with step-by-step
directions and a recipe.

“If I can can, anyone can can,” says Andrea,
explaining that her culinary techniques stopped at
boiling water and making toast before she started
preserving. “It’s fun, it’s good for you, and you liter-
ally get to enjoy the fruits of your labours. There’s
really no excuse not to do it.”

“You’d be surprised to find out just how much is
out there once you start to look,” says Andrea. “It’s
so fun to come across that special bush full of edible
berries, and know that you’ll be able to create some-
thing unique from its bounty.”

In the past few months, the Turnbulls have for-
aged for buckets of free food, including raspberries,
blueberries, milkweed pods, rosehips, elderberries,
crab apples, pin cherries and choke cherries. Most of
it is easily accessible, usually right beside roadways,
but sometimes they have to get deep into a swamp
to access the perfect berry bush.

“We’ve had some adventures . . . and some pretty
wet clothes,” says Matt, usually the one to make a
leap across a ditch for a particularly flawless fruit.

Once they’ve collected ingredients, whether from
a roadside or market or garden, the canning process
is usually the same. First, they wash and prepare the
fruits or vegetables – scrubbing and brining cucum-
bers, peeling and seeding tomatoes, stemming and
pitting cherries. Then comes sugar and water or salt
and vinegar, depending on whether they’re making a
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Matt Turnbull picks rosehips from a roadside bush near his Port Carling home.

A pantry, custom built by Matt Turnbull, houses all the preserves they make.

Andrea processes apples through a food
mill to make applesauce.

Dilled beans are a favourite snack at
the Turnbull house.

Processed in 2010
100 pounds ruby red grapefruit
80 pounds of white grapefruit
100 pounds assorted oranges
40 pounds of lemons
30 pounds of limes
1 bushel of sheppard red peppers
6 litres of garlic
20 heads of cabbage
1 flat of red currants
1 flat of black currants
8 litres plums
8 litres cherries
8 litres pears
8 litres apricots
12 bunches celery
20 pounds of onions
30 gallons of vinegar
150 pounds of sugar
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