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INTRODUCTION


There is nothing quite like a shelf or a cupboard that is brimming with homemade produce. Not all of us can grow or rear our own, but it is possible to make full use of seasonal food to store for the rest of the year. It wasn’t so long ago that every household had the skills to preserve and store its food – indeed it was a matter of life or death to ensure you had enough for your family to survive. We are fortunate enough to live in a time where our lives no longer revolve around providing food for the table, so we have passed responsibility to others for growing, rearing, finding, storing and even cooking our food. This convenience should not be undervalued as it allows us time for leisure – and the ‘good old days’ were undoubtedly hard.


For many people, it is becoming increasingly important to know what they are eating and drinking: additives are treated with suspicion, so it’s logical to want to make your own produce. That being said, let’s not forget the enjoyment that comes from putting delicious, homemade food on the table for friends and family. We are all used to mass-produced preserves that by their very nature have a consistent flavour, texture and appearance. Commercial producers have to ensure that their customers get what they expect every time, so all individuality is removed. With homemade preserves it is all but impossible to achieve exactly the same result every time. This variation is to be celebrated, and you may well find that the last jar of a favourite chutney made several years ago will be closely guarded and used in a positively miserly manner by your family. But don’t worry, when it does finally disappear, another, probably very different, chutney will take over the mantle of being number one.


When you have a small selection of your own preserves at home you will find it very simple to transform even the simplest meal or snack. A homemade cake filled with your own jam and a little cream, or simple lunch of bread, cheese or pâté and your own pickle or chutney will be savoured because of all the effort that has been invested in the meal, albeit months in advance. If you’re new to preserving, the tricky part is choosing where to begin and which methods to learn, and of course that will all depend on what your favourite preserves are. For us it’s quite simple – we have very eclectic tastes, so will try anything and everything.


SOURCING YOUR FOOD


It goes without saying that the better your fresh ingredients are, the better your preserves will be. The good news is that this doesn’t mean you’ve got to track down special sources of exotic foods, or spend a fortune buying them. While it’s true that supermarkets bring us every possible type of produce all year round, you will find that local seasonal food is undoubtedly superior. When you decide to preserve, it makes no sense to put all that effort into anything but the best quality you can lay your hands on, as it’s very simply a matter of the final product reflecting what went in. True, flavours are enhanced and modified by the addition of sugar, salt, vinegars and spices, or are concentrated by drying. However, once you’ve opened that jar, it’s no good wishing you’d done something different six months earlier.


There is also the matter of price: produce is cheapest when it is at its most abundant. It’s a win/win situation – you get the best choice and you pay less, so it would seem sensible to make the most of this great opportunity. If you grow your own – and of course we recommend that you do – you will have the happy problem of having to deal with gluts. There is always some point when the abundance of tomatoes, courgettes, apples, plums, gooseberries, strawberries or raspberries will mean you’re not sure if you want to eat another, even though they are truly fantastic. These are the best moments to invest a little time in preserving the harvest for use at any time of year.


SKILLS AND FLAVOURS


It is very important to remember that there are lots of possible variations when it comes to the methods and recipes in this book. Once you understand the principles, you can vary the flavours. You will have the joy of taking full credit for the magnificent preserves you produce, so feel free to fine-tune the recipes and make them your own.


In the following pages we show you how to make the most of local, seasonal produce when it is at its very best and most affordable. In return for a few hours’ work, your homemade preserves will brighten up countless meals throughout the year, as well as making wonderful gifts. All you have to do is decide where you would like to begin, and you will soon find your store cupboard filling up with jarred, dried and bottled treats.
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PREPARING TO PRESERVE


Wondering where to begin? The great thing about preserves is the variety of products you can make, so the decision is all about what you really enjoy. Without a doubt you should start by making something you love the taste of. If you have a sweet tooth, you could go for the old faithful of making strawberry jam, but you may do well to head a little out of your comfort zone and try a fruit cheese. They may not be as popular as jams, and the texture is slightly different, but a quince or damson cheese is a delight and the intensity of the fruit flavour is a wonderful thing. If you love your savouries, a chutney or a pickle is a great route to achieving satisfaction – however, you’ll need to wait a while for the flavours to meld together and for your endeavours to reach their optimum.


STORAGE


Once you start making preserves, you will have the task of storing your creations – and it doesn’t take long for you to amass shelves of jars. Space can be at a premium, and pantries tend to be only just big enough for storing the weekly shopping and the storeroom staples we take for granted. If you don’t have much space in your kitchen, clean out an old cupboard or find a shelf in your shed. Anywhere that’s clean, dry and sheltered will do. Organisation is important too, especially if you’ve stored your preserves elsewhere. We label our jars carefully, date all of our preserves and arrange our shelves by produce. You might believe you will remember exactly what you have made and where you’ve put it, but after six or nine months or even more, it is not surprising to forget. Keep a set of labels in one of your empty jars (you will find you’ll begin to collect a supply) so they are always to hand when needed.


FRESH PRODUCE


It may seem unusual to have a section on storing fresh produce in a book on preserving. However, it is important to store food in a way that preserves the flavours and textures for as long as possible. Some vegetables store extremely well and it is not necessary to process them prior to keeping them – it is more a matter of careful selection, a slight clean and then putting them in the right environment to stop them degrading.


It is all well and good telling you that most produce is best stored in a dark, dry and cool location. In many homes, every effort is made to keep all areas light and warm, so you might need to find somewhere outside, unless you are fortunate enough to have an unheated cellar. The challenge of storing underground is to keep the area dry, but the upside is that the temperature stays pretty constant. Any place that is protected from the sun’s heat and from frost in the winter – and, of course, draughts at any time of year – will make a great fresh produce store.


Outbuildings (or in our case an old outside privy) that have a good roof and are well insulated, with windows that can be covered, make great stores. Sadly, this rules out most garden sheds, which tend to heat up with a little sunshine.


DRYING


Removing the moisture from produce is a preserving technique that has been used for millennia. The flavours are simply concentrated, and this is drying’s strength. Anyone can preserve this way, and hanging herbs in your kitchen is a simple starting point. You can dry fruit, vegetables and spices outside in the fresh air, in a homemade solar dryer (see Solar Drying) or in an oven (fan-assisted ovens are particularly good), or you can use a food dehydrator, a small electrical appliance with a heating element and fan.


JARS


Most of us have cupboards and fridges full of jars. If you’re going to make your own jarred goodies, you will have to buy – or better yet, collect – a supply of jars to fill. There is a plethora of containers that can be bought specifically for preserving, lots of reusable Kilner jars, both clip-top and screw-lid, as well as artisan jam jars, and no shortage of bargain jars, be they round, square or even hexagonal. Jars from our everyday shopping can be cleaned and reused. It’s a little annoying if the lids are branded, but as any jar sizes are standardised, you will probably be able to find a plain lid that fits. Of course, storing jars in anticipation of filling them with preserves requires space. We have tried to keep ours in the garage or a shed but somehow they always get dusty and lids migrate away from the jars, so we now keep our supply in a cupboard in the kitchen or utility room.


As far as essential kit goes, any large pan can be used for preserving, though there are special preserving pans available for those who intend to do a lot. Steer well clear of aluminium and invest in stainless steel – we picked up ours second hand. A preserving funnel is extremely useful as it has a wide neck to allow thick chutneys or jams to flow through and it stops a lot of mess and wastage. Buy one or make your own from the top of a plastic bottle.


BOTTLES


Learning to bottle your own syrups, sauces and alcoholic drinks is a natural progression from making your own jam or chutney. It’s the cordials, syrups and ketchups that are particularly satisfying to produce: you will have a collection of very handsome bottles that can be used at will, and they also make great presents. Yet again, it is extremely worthwhile to collect bottles for future use – especially elegant ones and those with ornamental stoppers.


The flavours of your homemade bottled treats will be unique, and of course not exactly like those of commercially available products. This is particularly true when it comes to making your own cider, beer and wine, either from grapes or fruit, flowers or herbs, but we consider the taste of our homemade alcoholic drinks to be well worth acquiring, and get through gallons of them.


Brewing and fermentation equipment is essential, so start collecting well in advance of when you intend to start. Masticators and presses can be shared or borrowed, so ask around and you could save yourself the cost. Stock up on bottle brushes and ‘magic balls’ – little ball bearings that you swish around in the bottom of a glass container to scour away any dirt.


FREEZING


Not everything can be frozen, but freezing is a simple, effective and popular method of preserving produce. Despite this, few people are actually good at it, as retaining the integrity and texture of meat, fruit or vegetables requires using the correct techniques. Most households have a domestic freezer or at least a freezer compartment in their fridge, so you will require very little else to get started. The key is organization: if you don’t use what you have put in the freezer while it is still at its best, you might as well not have bothered to freeze it. Label your freezer containers or bags effectively using a decent marker pen – write down the date as well as the contents – and make sure to visit your freezer regularly to use the goodies you have squirrelled away. Any other items you need, such as pans for blanching or trays on which to freeze produce, can be found in the average kitchen.
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1. STORING FRESH PRODUCE





STORING FRESH PRODUCE




INTRODUCTION TO STORING FRESH PRODUCE


Fruit and vegetables are always at their tastiest the moment they have been picked. In fact, it’s believed that it is best to harvest a leafy salad crop in the morning, when the sap is rising, and root vegetables in the evening, when the minerals are returning down into the main body of the plant. If you want to keep fresh produce in peak condition for as long as you can, it is very important to set up a good storage system. Here are a few essential rules to keep in mind.


GUIDELINES




	Take the time to trim off any leaves, stems and damaged bits before storing.


	Use a stiff brush to remove most of the soil clinging to root vegetables.


	Don’t clean your produce with lots of water to remove all the mud, as it protects the skin; wipe clean with a dry cloth or kitchen paper instead.


	Discard anything that is damaged or diseased – it’ll only get worse.


	Try to keep different fruit and vegetables spaced apart. The ethylene that develops from some produce can ripen others more quickly.


	Don’t seal produce in plastic – unless you are keeping it in the fridge and using plastic bags specifically designed for food storage.


	Check stored produce regularly.


	Remove any produce that has gone mouldy and think about what you can do to change conditions for the better.





LOCATION


The most important factor is accessibility. The last thing you want on a cold day is to have to go out in the rain and return to the kitchen wet and miserable, so store things inside or keep your storeroom close to the house.


TEMPERATURE


Temperature is extremely important in maintaining a successful storeroom. Most produce that you will store, with the exception of vegetables such as squashes and pumpkins, lasts longer in cool conditions. The ideal temperature range is between 0°C and 4.5°C (32°F and 40°F), so install a thermometer and check it regularly. You will want to draw cold air into your storeroom and keep that cold inside, so it is worth installing an intake pipe low down in the room to draw in cold night air, and another vent at its highest point to let out any warm air. This will also help to encourage air circulation and improve ventilation (see Ventilation). Remember to screen these pipe openings to keep creatures at bay.


If you can set up your storeroom on the shady side of your house, you will be able to further reduce the temperature. Another good idea is to install double doors to stop any warm summer air from getting in when you pay the storeroom a visit. Regular maintenance is vital if you want to run a really effective storeroom: watch the thermometer and open the cold air vents if it looks like the storeroom is getting too warm.


HUMIDITY


High humidity is best for the majority of stored produce. Aim for about 90–95%, as this will stop your food from shrivelling. If you’d like to work out the exact humidity of your storeroom, we recommend that you install a hygrometer, a specialist tool that measures humidity. Simply scattering water on the floor, or placing pans of water on the ground, is the easiest way to increase humidity levels. As a rule, earth floors are better for higher humidity levels than concrete. If your storeroom has an earth floor, cover it with gravel so that it is easy to spread water without getting your feet wet when you go to fetch something for dinner.


Another technique for keeping your vegetables looking fresh is to pack them in damp sawdust or sand. Avoid wrapping produce in plastic bags as this can quickly lead to stagnant air, and surface mould growing on your harvest.


VENTILATION


Movement of air through and within your storeroom helps to remove any ethylene gas, which hastens the ripening process and can make produce smell bad or start sprouting. Leave gaps between your shelves and the wall so that air can circulate freely behind produce. This will also reduce the risk of your fruit or vegetables developing mould.


If you are storing produce on a smaller scale in a cupboard, drill some holes in the door and cover them with fly mesh – anything you can do to improve air-flow is a good thing.


LIGHT


Almost all kinds of fruit and vegetables will store for longer if you keep them in the dark. The exceptions are onions and garlic, which may start to sprout, so it’s better to keep them within easy reach in the kitchen.


SHELVING AND TRAYS


Make sure you incorporate plenty of useful storage space if you have a storeroom. We have found that slatted crates make great storage trays because they allow good air circulation and lots of them can be fitted tightly together. Avoid using metal shelving or treated wooden shelves (as there are chemicals in the preservatives) and instead use hard, durable woods such as oak, beech or chestnut. Try to make room for air to flow at the back of the shelves by leaving gaps. You can coat your shelves in plastic so that they are easy to wipe clean at the end of the season.
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