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It would be a total travesty if this book was dedicated to anyone but the man who faced every sink full of washing up, every sticky surface and a constantly exhausted wife with equanimity and calm. To Bob.





Introduction
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I am often asked when it was I first began my love affair with preserving and, thinking about it for a while, I realise that I have been fascinated by jars of jams, jellies and chutneys since I was very small. The craft of preserving and stocking the pantry was an integral part of my childhood, when my mother would follow the seasons, pickling, bottling and potting whatever could be safely stored away to enliven our food in the bleak North Norfolk winters.


I loved to help and not only because I was a hungry little girl; it was more than that. I’m sure my affection was based on the love and security that comes with a shared task, the filled shelves and the glow of an important job well done, as much as a promise of something sweet for my tea.


Little did I realise then how important preserves would become to me, not only to feed my family or as gifts for friends, but also in my role as Preserves Judge on The Big Allotment Challenge. It was whilst working on the show that the idea of this book came about. Spending time with passionate gardeners and seeing just how prolific the crops they grew were, I couldn’t help but envisage the jars of spicy chutneys, tangy pickles and smooth-as-silk curds that could be made from all this wonderful bounty.


Talking to people about the show, I noticed that many found the idea of making even the simplest of jams daunting: they worried about such complexities as pectin in fruit, what vinegar to use for pickles, how to make even a simple jar of lemon curd. Perfect Preserves is my answer to those questions. Here is a book that takes you by the hand and leads you through the door into the wonderful world of preserving.


At the start of each chapter you will find a master recipe, one that tells you everything you need to know about how to make a perfect jar of jam, chutney, curd or pickle. Each recipe is thoroughly explained, including exactly what equipment you might need, the steps you need to take, and what problems to look out for. Let me say here that there is very little equipment that you won’t already have in your kitchen, and so you can get started straightaway.


My idea is that even the novice can make a perfect jar of each type of preserve in the book by following the step-by-step instructions. Once you are confident with the techniques, you can graduate to the recipes that follow the master recipe. Using the same methods you will soon become adept at preserving, and before long you will be adapting the recipes to suit your and your family’s tastes, using whatever fruit and vegetables you grow in your garden, pick from your allotment or buy at the local market.


To start the book there is a glossary of all the things you need to know, in which technical words are clarified, and ingredients explained. Here you can find which fruits contain high levels of pectin, which sugars to use in jams, what acidity vinegar needs to be for pickling, and much, much more.


I have had a wonderful time writing this book, as it has reinforced my love of preserving. I’ve come up with some delicious new recipes, and tweaked some old ones to make them even tastier. I am now besotted with gooseberry and elderflower curd, and have a range of fruit ketchups sitting alongside bottles of cordials that will take the flavour of summer on into winter.


I began writing this book when Seville oranges were in the shops. Each year I wonder at how simply splendid it is that, in January’s darkest days, these glorious oranges fill our kitchens with the smell, taste and colour of Spanish sunshine. From citrus fruit to the first, palest pink champagne rhubarb, and here a tribute to our Victorian forefathers who, using ingenuity, new farming practice and a keen eye on profit, formed the Rhubarb Triangle in Yorkshire, where this premium fruit is still grown. Soon after these we have elderflowers and heady perfumed strawberries, crisp radishes and bright green beans. Before you know it, we’ll be in autumn, with all the wonders that season provides.


Throughout the year, using the fruit or vegetables that are most abundant in that season, I make one or two jars of my favourite preserves. These will not only help keep the joy of the seasons alive, but also feed that hungry little girl who still lurks within.





Glossary



ACID When making jams and jellies, one part of the equation is the acidity of the fruit. This has to be right to bond with the sugar and pectin to ensure a set. A simple guide is: does the fruit taste roughly as sour and acidic as lemon juice? Gooseberries, raspberries, currants and cooking apples when boiled all taste very acid, as do most citrus, but other fruits will need additional acidity.


The easiest way is to do this is to add freshly squeezed lemon juice or use the equivalent amount of citric acid. 1 teaspoon citric acid powder when dissolved in 50ml water is the equivalent of 2 tablespoons of lemon juice. 


Juice from high-acid fruit can also be used, with redcurrant or gooseberry juice being the most useful.


APPLES Packed full of pectin and acid, apples are a very useful fruit in preserving as they can be mixed with fruit lower in both these necessary components. You can use both cooking and eating apples in preserves. If you choose an apple that breaks down to a purée when cooked – a cooking apple such as Bramley, for instance – it can be added to sauces, jams and chutneys to add both bulk and texture.


Apples can also be cooked and the juice dripped through a jelly bag to use as a base for herb-flavoured jellies. Commercial apple juice can be used in some preserves.


APRICOTS These bright orange fruit are woefully low in pectin and acid, so will need both added when making jam. Fresh, they make a wonderful jam; dried, they contribute colour, sweetness and texture to both chutneys and conserves.


AUBERGINE I like to use aubergine in chutneys, especially those with a touch of Indian spice. Choose firm young aubergines: older softer ones contain more water which tends to lengthen the cooking time. I never salt aubergines before cooking.


BACON I use dry-cured, smoked or unsmoked bacon, made from the meat of rare-breed pigs. This is not fancy, it just tastes better.


BANANAS Use firm ripe bananas to make both jams and chutneys. Bananas are high in pectin, but low in acid.


BEETROOT Try to get medium beetroot, again choosing firm fresh specimens. If you are pickling beetroot, try to find small, evenly matched ones, so that they both cook at the same time, and look good in the jar.


BERGAMOT These fragrant citrus fruits are used to give Earl Grey tea its distinctive flavour. They make lovely jellies and marmalades as they are high in both acid and pectin.


BLACKBERRIES There is a difference between wild and cultivated blackberries. The latter are more luscious but have a milder flavour; wild blackberries have a lovely complex flavour, but are very pippy, so are best used in jellies.


BLUEBERRIES New to our shores, blueberries are now being grown widely in Britain. Blueberries are low in both pectin and acid, so both need to be added when making jam. Blueberry skins become tough unless the berries are cooked before any sugar is added to the recipe.


BOIL There are many different levels of boil used in preserving. You have a low simmer for cooking the fruit and vegetables, then a moderate boil for reducing chutneys, and a full rolling boil, one which cannot be stirred down with a wooden spoon, when cooking for a set with jams and jellies.


BOTTLES You will need bottles for cordials, liqueurs, ketchups and sauces. I buy new ones from an internet site (www.jamjarshop.com or www.lakeland.co.uk). You can of course re-use bottles provided they are well washed and sterilised in the oven. I have given volume measures in the recipes so you will need to assess how many bottles you need for each one. If you have no bottles you can use jars. All bottles for sauces and ketchups must have vinegar-proof lids.


BRINING The term used for soaking vegetables in brine, which is a strong salt solution. The prepared vegetables are soaked in it for a given number of hours. The usual proportions when making brine are 150g sea salt to 1.5 litres water.


Brine is easiest made using a small quantity of hot water to help dissolve the salt, then the remaining water in the recipe is added cold, to cool the brine. Brine should always be used cold to avoid encouraging bacterial growth.


Prepared vegetables should be placed in a clean glass, china or plastic bowl covered with the brine, and kept fully submerged by pressing them down under the liquid using a suitably sized plate.


After the given time, drain the vegetables, wash them well under cold running water then spread them out on a clean, ironed tea-towel or kitchen paper to dry.


BUTTERS Fruit butters are smooth spreads made from fruit and sugar, but containing no dairy products.


CARROTS Choose medium-sized sweet young carrots, which will be tender and delicious in chutneys and pickles. Carrots need very little brining.


CAULIFLOWER Firm medium-sized cauliflowers are best, and they should be used as soon as possible after they have been picked.


CELERY Firm young stems of fresh celery are best, and I like to de-string them using a potato peeler. This is not necessary if you are using the stems for a sauce or ketchup.


CELLOPHANE COVERS If you are re-using your jam jars, you may choose to cover the preserves with cellophane circles. These are widely available from kitchen shops and should be used with waxed discs for sweet preserves like jams, jellies and curds.


Immediately after you pot your jam or jelly, while it is still hot, put a waxed disc, wax-side down, on top of the hot preserve in the jar. You must make sure the whole disc touches the surface of the jam etc. and that there are no air bubbles. Take a small brush and lightly brush one side of the cellophane circle with water. Place this, wet side down, on the jar and secure with a rubber band, pulling the cellophane tight once the band is in place.


CHEESES These concentrated fruit jellies are made by cooking down a fruit purée until thick. They contain no dairy products.


CHERRIES Sweet cherries are low in acid and pectin, so both will need to be added to any jams you make with them. Morello cherries have a moderate amount of pectin and are high in acid. I use dried cherries to add texture and flavour to conserves and liqueurs.


CHESTNUTS In season from late autumn to January, sweet chestnuts make a wonderful vanilla- and brandy-laced conserve. I have given several ways to peel them with my recipe.


CHINESE LEAF This fleshy oriental leaf is most often used in kimchi, a Korean pickle. Buy fresh firm Chinese leaf from oriental supermarkets.


CHOOSING FRUIT & VEGETABLES FOR PRESERVES Always look for the best-quality fruit and vegetables you can find. Choose young, small perfect fruit for jams and pickles. Whilst you can use slightly less perfect fruit and vegetables for jellies, chutneys and fruit butters, it is pointless preserving anything that is second-rate.


Try to make your jams and pickles as soon as possible after your fruit and vegetables are harvested.


CHOPPING VEGETABLES You will notice I give exact instructions on how to chop vegetables in some of these recipes. The reason for this is threefold: an even chop will look better when you serve the pickle or relish; the vegetables will cook at roughly the same time; and the flavour is dramatically changed by the pieces being the same size.


CHUTNEYS These sweet-sour preserves use both fresh and dried fruits, vegetables and spices. They keep well and are eaten with cold meats and cheeses.


CITRIC ACID A useful addition to your store-cupboard, citric acid comes in powdered form. You can add the citric acid crystals as they are or dissolve them in water using 50ml per level teaspoon of crystals. 1 teaspoon in 50ml water is the equivalent of 2 tablespoons lemon juice.


CITRUS FRUIT Most citrus fruits are high in acid and pectin, the exception being sweet oranges. When cooking citrus for use in marmalade, you must make sure the peel is tender enough to cut with a wooden spoon before adding sugar.


CLEMENTINE A small, sweet, thin-skinned citrus fruit I use for marmalade. Clementines are usually coated in a thin layer of wax, so will need careful scrubbing with hot water before use.


CLOTHS Jelly bags, muslin, and tea-towels used in preserving should be spotlessly clean and scalded before use. To wash them, use a mild detergent with a little bleach added. Rinse well, then immerse in a saucepan of clean water, bring to the boil, and simmer for 2 minutes. Then drain the items and allow to drip-dry. Jelly bags, tea-towels and muslin can be further sterilised by pressing with a hot iron when dry.


COFFEE Choose freshly roasted beans, and grind them just before use.


COLLOIDAL BOND This is the proper name for the set that you achieve when acid, pectin and sugar are cooked together in the correct quantities when making jams and jellies.


CONSERVES Here I use the term to signify a softer-set, lower-sugar fruit preserve. Once open, conserves should be kept in the fridge.


CORDIALS These non-alcoholic concentrates can be made from a wide variety of seasonal fruits and flowers. They do not keep well so must be stored in the fridge or a cold outhouse. Dilute them to taste with fizzy or still water, adding ice cubes and some fresh herbs or lemon slices. In winter I use boiling water to make hot drinks.


CORNFLOUR Made from ground maize, cornflour is used to thicken relishes and some pickles. Mix the stated amount with cold water to give a runny paste then add to the hot relish, simmering for 3–4 minutes until no taste of raw flour remains.


COURGETTE Never think of making a huge batch of courgette chutney or pickle unless you are sure you can use it! Gluts are hard to deal with, but if you didn’t eat the courgettes fresh, you’re unlikely to eat them pickled. Choose small, hard courgettes that are bright in colour and freshly picked.


CRAB APPLES High in both acid and pectin, crab apples make wonderful pale pink jellies with only the addition of sugar. Usually collected as windfalls, be sure to discard any that are mouldy.


CRANBERRIES Available in late November cranberries add colour and texture to jams and chutneys. High in acid, but containing only a moderate amount of pectin, cranberries need cooking before the addition of sugar to make sure the skins are tender.


CUCUMBER There are two common types of cucumber: the long salad cucumber and the smaller ridge cucumber. Cucumbers are high in water, so will need salting to remove some of this. Ridge cucumbers can be bitter so always taste a small piece before preserving.


CURDS Curds are elegant sweet preserves, containing butter and eggs, which are best made in small quantities and stored in the fridge.


CURRANTS Small seedless grapes are dried to give currants. These are quite acidic and give a sharp ping of flavour to chutneys.


DAMSONS These are small, usually sour, plums useful for jelly making and flavouring liqueurs. They are high in acid and pectin, and only need sugar added.


DRIED FRUIT Sultanas, currants, raisins, prunes, apricots, figs are all used to add sweetness, texture and interest to a wide range of chutneys and sauces.


DRY SALTING Here prepared vegetables are sprinkled with fine sea salt that then leaches the liquid from them. In a large glass, china or plastic bowl layer up the prepared vegetables, and sprinkle each layer with a couple of tablespoons of fine sea salt. Cover the bowl with a plate and leave overnight unless told otherwise. Wash the vegetables well under cold running water then spread them on a clean, ironed tea-towel or sheets of kitchen paper to dry.


ELDERBERRIES Collect elderberries in late autumn and use for jams and jellies. They will need both pectin and acid added.


ELDERFLOWERS Pick elderflowers early in the morning on a dry day in early summer, and use to flavour cordials and jellies. I also use elderflowers in curds.


ENGLISH MUSTARD POWDER This bright yellow powder packs quite a punch so should be used with caution. Add it to piccalilli and other mustard pickles.


EQUIPMENT Most of the equipment you need to make the recipes in this book will already be in your kitchen: wooden and metal spoons, scales, knives, chopping boards, large pans etc. I don’t use a sugar thermometer, so don’t feel you need to buy one of these. A jam funnel is a useful and inexpensive bit of kit that helps keep the rims of your jars clean when you fill them. And if you’re going to try your hand at making jellies, a jelly bag and stand are well worth investing in.


FIGS Fresh figs are wonderfully sweet but contain little acid or pectin, so both will need adding for fig jam. I use dried figs in relishes and chutneys, but as they are often coated in cornflour they will need careful washing before use.


FOOD PROCESSOR I have a wonderful food processor with several bowls and a purée attachment which makes many of the processes in this book simplicity itself.


FRUIT Choose good-quality fresh fruit for jams and jellies.


* High pectin fruit: Cooking apples, crab apples, lemons, Seville oranges, damsons, red plums, black- and redcurrants, gooseberries and quinces


* Medium pectin fruit: Bananas, raspberries, greengages, loganberries, sour cherries, cranberries, some sweet oranges


* Low pectin fruit: Wild blackberries, blueberries, peaches, pears, rhubarb, strawberries, sweet cherries, figs, melons, apricots


FULL ROLLING BOIL To give the freshest tasting jams, you need to boil the mixture as hard as possible for the shortest possible time, so you are looking for what is called a full rolling boil. This is when your pan of jam or jelly is boiling so hard the bubbles cannot be stirred down using a wooden spoon. It is because the mixture bubbles up when at a full boil that a large preserving pan is essential when making jams and jellies.


GARLIC Usually used fresh, garlic adds wonderful flavours to savoury preserves.


GINGER Ginger is used in both sweet and savoury preserves. It comes in many forms: fresh, dried, powdered, crystallised and preserved in syrup. I find the best way to peel fresh ginger is to scrape the skin from the tuber using the edge of a teaspoon.


GOCHUGARA This Korean chilli powder is used when making kimchi, a Korean pickle. Any chilli flakes can be used as a substitute.


GOOSEBERRIES One of the earliest summer berries, gooseberries are high in both acid and pectin, so they make wonderful jams and jellies. You must top and tail gooseberries when making jam and cook the berries until the skins are soft before adding the sugar.


GRAPEFRUIT Thick-skinned, acid- and pectin-rich grapefruit make delicious marmalade. Usually covered with a fine wax coating, you need to scrub them well with hot water to remove this before use.


GREENGAGES This pretty green/yellow member of the plum family is low in pectin and acid, so both will need adding for jam. You can make delicious ketchup with greengages.


HERBS Common herbs like rosemary, basil, mint, tarragon, bay, sage, thyme and oregano can all be used in preserves. Pick fresh herbs early on a dry day. They can be spread on paper towels and dried in a cool oven for later use.


JAM A fully set preserve, usually made with equal quantities of fruit and sugar.


JAM FUNNEL A wide-mouthed funnel that is used to fill jars and bottles.


JARS I use a wide variety of jars, some new and some recycled from previous preserves. These come, inevitably, in a variety of sizes, so I have chosen not to tell you how many jars to use in individual recipes. Jams and jellies are perhaps best in 200g jars, chutneys in bigger jars, and butters and curds make good presents when potted into small jars .


Make sure you wash your jars thoroughly in hot soapy water and rinse them well. Dry thoroughly and before use then sterilise them by placing them on a baking tray and then into an oven preheated to 100°C/200°F/Gas 2 for 20 minutes.


I also re-use lids, making sure they are in good condition. Because of their vinegar content, chutneys and pickles need vinegar-proof seals. Any lids with no rust or flaws, and with a thin plastic or rubber ring inside, will serve. If you use hinged glass-lidded jars, make sure you have a supply of new rubber rings available. Or you could cover your jars with wax discs and cellophane covers (see here), although this is not suitable for vinegar.


JELLY A clear preserve, usually made from fruit juice, that has a softish set: it will sit well on a spoon but shivers when wobbled.


JELLY BAG AND STAND If you intend to make many jellies it’s worth investing in a jelly bag stand and a couple of bags. For occasional jelly making, you can improvise by dripping the juice through a fine woven cloth, such as butter muslin or an old tea-towel, hung between the upended legs of a stool.


JUICER If I’m using a small quantity of juice, say one lemon, I use a hand-held wooden reamer, sieving the juice to remove any pips. If, however, you need a large quantity, a juicing attachment for a free-standing mixer or food processor is very helpful.


KETCHUPS These fruit-based sauces tend to be sweeter and are eaten fresher than more traditional matured brown sauces.


LEMONS I use a lot of lemons in preserve making, as they are highly acid and their peel contains high levels of pectin. Please note there is little or no pectin in lemon juice. Lemons come in many varieties, with the best and most fragrant being the large, light yellow coloured ones from the Amalfi coast.


LIMES Choose the largest limes you can find. Pick those with a dark green skin that are firm to the touch. Kaffir limes, while very fragrant, are not very useful in preserving as they contain very little juice.


LIQUEURS Sweet, alcohol-based, fruit-flavoured drinks, liqueurs are typically served after a meal.


LIQUID SMOKE This is a commercially prepared condiment that adds smokiness to sauces and relishes.


MANGOES Look for firm ripe mangoes, and choose the largest ones you can find to give a better ratio of flesh to stone.


MAPLE SYRUP The concentrated sap of the maple tree, this natural syrup has a wonderfully complex flavor that can be used in both sweet and savoury preserves.


MARMALADES Preserves made from citrus fruit, where the peel is an integral part of the end-product.


MELONS Melons are very high in water and contain almost no acid or pectin. Choose fully ripe, fragrant melons, and use the sugaring technique (see here) when making preserves with them.


MIRIN An essential condiment in Japanese cooking, the rice wine mirin has a low-alcohol, high-sugar content.


MOULD Moulds are micro-organisms that are very difficult to kill. Which is why I urge you not to use mouldy fruit or vegetables for your preserves. On some fruits, especially apples, moulds can produce toxins which are not killed by heat. I would therefore suggest that, while I feel happy to spoon small amounts of mould off the top of jams, I would be very wary about moulds in any other circumstance.


OLIVE OIL Much has been written about olive oil, and it is often said that you should avoid cooking with extra virgin oil. I do not agree with this, so in this book I use a good-quality extra virgin olive oil, but not a single-estate one.


ONION An essential ingredient for most savoury preserves, onions come in many sizes and strengths.


ORANGE Oranges are generally high in acid and pectin and can make lovely preserves. There is no pectin in orange juice, it is entirely in the skin. Seville oranges are the famous bitter oranges commonly used in marmalade making and appear in our shops in January. Blood oranges are sweet oranges with red flesh that give a ruby-coloured juice. They are high in acid and pectin.


PASSIONFRUIT These exotic fruits are wonderfully fragrant. They contain very little substance so are usually combined with other fruit for preserve making. Passionfruit are delicious made into curd.


PEACHES Although low in both acid and pectin, peaches are delicious pickled in vinegar, steeped in brandy and made into chutneys.


PEARS To my mind these rather insipid fruits need quite a lot of seasoning to give something worth eating. I use them to add bulk to chutneys and jams. They are low in acid and pectin.


PEPPER, BELL Bell peppers add both taste and colour to preserves. I usually prefer to use fully ripe red peppers as I find them fuller in flavour, but both yellow peppers and green, unripe, peppers can be used.


PEPPER, CHILLI Green (unripe) & red (ripe) chillies contain varying amounts of capsaicin, the element that gives them their heat. Most of the heat is contained in the pith and seeds, so you can control the heat by the amount of these two elements you leave in or out.


PERSIAN ROSE PETALS Dried rose petals add elegance to jams and jellies. They have only a modest perfume and are usually used in conjunction with rosewater.


PERSIMMON The high tannin content of this fruit makes it totally unpalatable when under-ripe, but once ripened the fruit is amazingly sweet and tender. I use Hachiya persimmons for cooking, which are larger, more oval and pointed than the Fuyu fruit, which develops a deep orange colour with almost jellied flesh when ready to eat. Persimmons have many names including Sharon fruit and kaki.


PICKLES Whole or sliced fruit and vegetables preserved in flavoured vinegar.


PISTACHIO NUTS These lovely nuggets of green nut meat are often used in conjunction with dried fruits to make conserves.


PLUMS Most plums, when slightly under-ripe, are high in both acid and pectin, and so are excellent for jam making. Small plums are best made into jellies and savoury fruit sauces.


PECTIN When combined with sugar and acid, pectin – which is a naturally occurring soluble fibre – forms a bond that causes jam and jellies to set. The amount of pectin in fruit varies, so it is important to know whether the fruit you want to use has sufficient pectin to form a set.


If a fruit is low in pectin you will need to add it, which is easily done. You can use one of the three types of commercially available pectin: liquid, powdered and one where it is already combined with sugar (jam sugar).


If you prefer you can add pectin-rich fruits to those lower in pectin. For instance you can add an equal quantity of fresh grated apple to fresh strawberries.


Or you can make your own pectin. Blitz the shells of 2–3 unwaxed lemons with 500ml water, then simmer in a non-reactive pan for 10 minutes. Strain carefully – or drip through a jelly bag as you might a jelly – and add this pectin-rich liquid to your jam.


It is important not to worry about adding pectin any more than it is to worry about adding lemon juice or sugar – think of it as just another ingredient of the preserve.


POMEGRANATE This fruit gives a wonderfully rich red juice, which is acidic but contains no pectin.


POMEGRANATE MOLASSES This is the much reduced and sweetened juice of pomegranates, useful to add a sweet-sour flavour to preserves.


PRESERVING PAN When making preserves it helps to have a large heavy-bottomed pan with an acid-proof lining. This can be a dedicated preserving pan that can be bought from any good kitchen shop or online at www.lakeland.co.uk or you can use, as I do, my biggest cast-iron casserole dish with its enamelled interior.


Other choices can be a wide, deep, stainless-steel pan. It is helpful to have a lid that fits, but a baking tray can be called into action if your pan has no lid.


The pan needs to be deep enough for you to be able to boil jams and jellies at full throttle without them boiling over. It should also be as wide as possible, giving a large surface area that allows your chutneys, butters and cheeses to reduce more quickly.


Aluminium pans are not suitable for most preserves as the metal is not acid-proof. Hard anodised aluminium pans are fine.


Maslin stainless-steel preserving pans are widely available. They come in many grades of steel: choose the heaviest you can afford.


PRESSURE COOKER I find a pressure cooker useful when cooking more resilient fruit and vegetables like quince, beetroot and marmalade oranges.


PUMPKIN Choose dense-fleshed, deep yellow pumpkins to make fruit butters. I like to use Crown Prince or Butternut.


QUINCE A large, hard fruit that contains plenty of pectin but is low in acid. I find it best to cook quinces in a pressure cooker before continuing with most recipes.


RADISH Mouli or oriental radish and small red radishes add texture and crunch to mixed vegetable pickles and kimchi, a pickle from Korea.


RASPBERRIES My favourite summer fruit, raspberries come in many varieties. They have a moderate amount of both acid and pectin, so you can make a good jam with just the addition of sugar.


RELISHES These lightly cooked, crunchy, sweet-sharp preserves are best stored in the fridge.


RHUBARB High in acid but low in both pectin and sugar, rhubarb adds a lovely tang to both cordials and fruit butters. Early or champagne rhubarb, available in spring, comes from the Rhubarb Triangle in Yorkshire. It has a beautiful pink colour and high acidity. Garden rhubarb is best eaten early in the summer when it is still young.


RUNNER BEANS An allotment staple, pick beans for preserving when they are about 20cm long and before the beans inside the pods have begun to form.


SALT Salt is essential to preserving. It was one of the earliest preserving mediums, and was so highly valued in society that many words and customs surround its ownership and use: ‘salary’, ‘below the salt’, ‘salting it away’ . . .


Salt acts on food in two ways during preserving. The first is that, when used dry or as a brine, it leaches water from food, so drying it. The second is that it repels bacteria.


Salt comes in many forms, but all come from just two sources: rock salt, which is mined, and sea salt, which is collected by evaporation. I prefer the flavour of sea salt, finding it more delicate.


Coarse and fine salt crystals can be used in brining and dry-salting. Large salt flakes have a clean fine flavour, but are to my mind too expensive to use in preserving. Some flavoured salts are useful in preserving, smoked salt being my favourite.


Some table salt contains an anti-caking agent, usually calcium or magnesium carbonate. Whilst not harmful, I prefer to avoid salts with additives.


SALTING (see Dry Salting, Brining)


SAUCES Smooth and tangy, these bottled, vinegar-based sauces are best left to mature for several weeks before eating.


SCALES Correct quantities are important when making jams and jellies as the ratio of sugar to fruit reflects the final results. I use electric scales that can weigh both solids and liquids.


SCUM A rather horrid word for the whitish substance that forms on the top of jams and jellies as they boil. It is caused by impurities in the sugar and can be skimmed off once the setting point has been reached. Use a slotted spoon, rinsing between skims in a handy little bowl of hot water.


A tiny pat of butter can be stirred into the jam to get rid of any final scum.


If the scum bothers you, preserving sugar, a large-crystal, pure sugar, gives off very little scum, but is more costly than granulated. Raw sugars will give most scum.


If you add flowers, chopped herbs, vanilla seeds etc. to jams and jellies, do so after skimming.


SEEDS I buy whole spices whenever possible, and always keep the following seeds in my store-cupboard: celery, fennel, coriander, cumin, cardamom, mustard.


SHALLOTS Shallots come in many sizes and have a good rich onion flavour. Small shallots can be pickled in vinegar and larger ones used in chutneys.


SLOES Pick sloes late in the autumn from the hedgerow blackthorn bushes. They can be used for sloe gin, jellies and to mix with other wild berries to make jams and conserves.


SOY SAUCE Choose a naturally brewed Japanese soy that is not artificially coloured, as these sauces – and there are several available – have a more complex flavour. If you want your sauce to be wheat-free, look for Tamari soy.


SPICES I prefer always to buy whole spices where possible, then I can use them whole, crush them lightly or grind them to a fine powder if the recipe requires. Once ground, spices lose their flavours quickly, so if buying your spices ground buy in small quantities.


Amongst those I keep in my cupboard are smoked paprika, star anise, juniper berries, cardamom, vanilla, cinnamon, cloves, nutmeg, coriander, peppercorns, allspice berries, blades of mace, turmeric, cayenne.


SPICE MILL I use an electric coffee grinder that I keep solely for grinding spices, and so I avoid contaminating my breakfast coffee. You can buy spice mills that have two or more bowls, which are very useful.


SPOONS You will need a variety of spoons: a large, metal slotted spoon for skimming jams and jellies; some wooden spoons for stirring and for using the flake test (see Testing for a Set) for a set (I try to keep at least one spoon for fruit and one for onions etc. to avoid the flavours mixing); metal spoons of varying sizes for tasting; a set of measuring spoons for spices, salt etc.


STRAWBERRIES Possibly the fruit that causes most tears when jam making, strawberries are low in acid, sugar and pectin. Use just ripe, small berries from a fragrant variety.


SUGAR The use of sugar in home-made jams is necessary not only for achieving a set but also because sugar is a natural preservative that binds water to prevent the growth of micro-organisms, thereby helping to prevent spoilage in your jams and preserves. Using the right amount and variety of sugar is one of the most important parts of jam and jelly making. Which sugar you use influences not only the flavour of the finished jam but also the price per pot.


Whatever sugar you choose it must be fully dissolved in your preserve before the mixture comes to the boil to avoid any chance that the jam or jelly will crystallise. Timings involved in dissolving sugar will vary, according to sugar type, heat of liquid etc. You must check that the pan no longer feels gritty, and that there are no signs of sugar crystals on your wooden spoon before continuing with the recipe.


* White sugar: I have tried all types of sugar when making preserves and I find that granulated sugar gives as good a result as more expensive preserving sugars and it should be used in all recipes unless stated otherwise. Caster sugar has fine crystals and so is best used for curds as it dissolves quickly.


* Jam sugar: This sugar has already been mixed with powdered pectin in an agreed ratio. I have used jam sugar here for any recipe that needs added pectin.


* Preserving sugar :This is a white sugar with large crystals that dissolve slowly. It is said that using this sugar will mean that your jams and jellies have less scum, and that they will keep better. I have never found the extra expense worthwhile, but the choice is yours.


* Raw sugar: Light and dark muscovado, molasses and golden granulated can be used, but will make the preserves darker in colour and, if used to make jams and jellies, can mask the fresh flavour of the fruit. The exception is in a dark, full-flavoured marmalade: here I would usually opt for raw, unrefined cane sugar as it gives a more robust taste to the preserve. These raw sugars are also excellent when used in chutneys and pickles.


SUGARING This technique is used when the fruit is likely to break down a lot during jam making, or when you don’t wish to add water to an already delicate flavour. Sugar toughens up cubes of melon and bananas, and the skins of strawberries, for instance, giving a better texture to the finished preserve. To sugar fruit it is first prepared and then layered with the sugar from the recipe in a large, non-reactive bowl. The bowl is covered and then put in a warm place for several hours, or in a cool place overnight. The action of osmosis pulls liquid from the fruit and the sugar begins to dissolve. Usually there will still be plenty of undissolved sugar in the bowl and so the fruit, juice and sugar must be gently heated in a preserving pan to fully dissolve the sugar before you continue with the recipe.
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