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why make jam?


There is something so satisfying about opening a food cupboard, pantry or larder to find the shelves stacked with colourful jars of homemade preserves. These containers of summer and autumn flavours might be just what’s required to lift the mood on a dark, gloomy winter’s day, when a good dollop of strawberry jam on your bread reminds you of longer, warmer, lighter days. For me, that is what making preserves is all about: capturing the essence of whatever fruit or vegetable it is and sealing that flavour in a jar for another day.


I started making jam more than 30 years ago and have always enjoyed it, despite my fair share of sticky mistakes. It is a traditional part of homemaking that celebrates the seasons and somehow makes life cosier and more comforting. My preserves are handmade and full of chunky pieces, which sets them apart from anything shop-bought. The flavours of the fruits shine through and are rarely masked with spices. Where possible, I reduce the amount of sugar, as the tarter the fruits, the fresher tasting the results.


In the current climate of concerns about being less wasteful, clocking up fewer food miles and eating seasonal, locally grown food, making preserves has never been so popular.
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choosing your ingredients


Although strawberries, to give just one example, can now be bought virtually all year round, thanks to the introduction of new varieties, the use of polytunnels and the massive increase in imported produce, nothing beats the flavour of a homegrown strawberry that has ripened in the sun and been picked only moments before. It is this flavour, so sweet and intense, that can be captured in preserves.


Using your own homegrown produce for preserving is hard to beat, as the ingredients will be fresh and you will have control over their growing conditions.


Farmers’ markets are another great source. You’ll know that the fruit and vegetables have been grown locally and you are more likely to find unusual varieties of produce. Taking advantage of an organic box delivery scheme is another good alternative. Whatever its source, rinse all produce before use.


Food for free


Sometimes ingredients are right in front of your nose, and all you have to do is go out there and find them. Hedgerows and woodlands are full of edible fruits and berries if you know what to look for. You may find crab apples growing wild, along with damsons, greengages or blackberries. Alternatively, if you know someone who grows more fruit than they can use, offer to take it off their hands in exchange for a jar of preserve made using it. It’s a win-win situation.


Fruit and pectin


For almost all fruit preserves you need to choose fresh, good-quality, just-ripe fruit in order to achieve the correct pectin content. This is because jam needs the right balance of pectin, acid and sugar to set properly. Different fruits contain varying amounts of pectin, and the pectin content is higher in just-ripe fruit. Fruits high in pectin include crab apples, red, black and white currants, Seville oranges, damsons, gooseberries and quinces. Fruits low in pectin include strawberries, pears, elderberries, fresh apricots and cherries. Some fruits contain very little pectin, and so jams made using these fruits will need additional help to make them set. Over-ripe fruit can also lower the pectin content, which is why such fruit is not suitable for jams. It is, however, suitable for cordials, so use any fruit that is too ripe for jam to make a delicious cordial or syrup.
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The pectin content can be raised in various ways: mixed-fruit jams can use the higher pectin content of one fruit to offset the lower content of another; lemon juice can be added at a rate of the juice of 1–2 lemons to every 2 kg/4 lb. 8 oz. fruit, and bottled pectin or special preserving sugar with added pectin can be used.




preserving equipment


The principle underlying all preserving is to prevent decay caused by the growth of yeasts, moulds and bacteria. These organisms are destroyed when heated to sufficiently high temperatures to sterilize them, and, once sterilized, preserves must be kept securely sealed so that air cannot enter. Preserves that contain 60 per cent or more of sugar are less susceptible to the growth of yeasts, which is why jams containing less sugar need eating more quickly.
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JAM JARS


Once people discover you are a jam-maker, you will find yourself the happy recipient of empty jam jars of all shapes and sizes. Jars with screw-top lids make the best containers for jams and jellies, while jars with metal clip tops and rubber seals are perfect for potting up chutneys and pickles.


Jars need to be clean and undamaged, without any chips or cracks. Wash them in hot soapy water, then rinse in clean hot water before drying. Place the jars on their sides on a kitchen towel-covered shelf in the oven and heat to 90°C fan/110°C/225°F/Gas ¼ for 20–30 minutes, just before using them. They should come out of the oven hot and ready for filling with hot jam. Always prepare a few more jars than you think you will need (including some tiny jars to hold the last few spoonfuls from the pan) as the quantities each recipe makes may vary.


Corrosive materials must not come into contact with the preserve, especially those containing vinegar, so choose lids that will not corrode if they touch the preserve beneath. This is especially important for chutneys and pickles.


SPECIAL EQUIPMENT


There are a few items you may need for preserving:


PRESERVING PAN A non-corrosive, non-reactive preserving pan big enough to hold large quantities of boiling jam is a great investment. Also called a maslin pan, it should be wide and shallow to encourage rapid evaporation when bringing jam to setting point. A good-quality pan will have a thick, heavy base that will prevent any preserve from burning. While copper and aluminium/aluminum pans are both popular, I think stainless steel is best, and it is certainly necessary when making preserves that contain vinegar.


When jam is brought to a rolling boil it rises up in the pan, so never over-fill the pan. If the pan is too small and overfilled, you will either end up with an overflowing mess of boiling syrupy jam or, in order to prevent this happening, you won’t be able to raise the temperature high enough to reach setting point.


DOUBLE BOILER Useful when making fruit curds and fruit syrups and cordials, though can be replaced by a bowl set over a pan of simmering water.
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FOOD MILL A good-quality food mill with different-sized mesh discs can be used to sieve fruit to extract the purée, which is excellent for making jams and gives a pleasing texture, without ‘bits’. You can also purée apples without having to peel and core them first.


JAM FUNNEL This is essential for pouring hot jam safely into jars. Choose one small enough to fit into most of your jars but wide enough not to become clogged with pieces of fruit. Sterilize and warm the funnel in the oven along with the jam jars. A sterilized, warmed scoop is useful for ladling jam into the funnel.


JAM THERMOMETER Although not essential, this is useful for testing for setting point. Choose one that goes up to at least 110°C/230°F and has a clip to attach it to the side of the pan.


JELLY BAG Ready-made jelly bags in a plastic stand that will fit over a bowl are ideal for straining the juices from cooked fruit, but you could easily make your own using muslin, cheesecloth, nylon, calico or a clean kitchen towel tied across the legs of an upturned stool (see above).


MUSLIN You will need squares of muslin/cheesecloth to hold pips, stones/pits and spices that require cooking in with jams and chutneys. A generous square of fabric can be gathered together around the ingredients and tied into a bag with natural string or twine. Alternatively, you can buy little drawstring calico bags made specifically for this purpose.


WAXED PAPER DISCS AND CELLOPHANE COVERS Hot jam should be covered with waxed discs, placed waxed side down, immediately after bottling before the screw-top lids are put on. These help to keep the preserve sterile. The discs can be bought to fit 450-g/1-lb and 900-g/2-lb jars. Choose discs that will completely cover the jams, jellies and marmalades right to the edges where possible. The discs are often sold in packets that also contain cellophane circles, elastic bands and labels. If you have any jars without lids, these cellophane covers can be used as lids.


LABELS Label all your preserves so you know how long they have been stored. Chutneys and pickles, which benefit from a maturing period, also need to be labelled with this information.




preserving techniques


There are two basic methods for making jam. The traditional method involves cooking the fruit before adding the sugar and boiling to setting point. The macerating method requires leaving the fruit and sugar, which have a lower sugar-to-fruit ratio, together, ideally overnight, to draw out the juices and intensify the flavours, before boiling to a set. This method gives a softer-setting jam with a more syrupy consistency.


JAM: THE TRADITIONAL METHOD


COOKING THE FRUIT Place the fruit in a preserving pan with some water, the quantity of which will vary with the type of fruit. Soft fruits may not need any water, as they will quickly break up and release their juices when heated and mashed with a spoon. Harder fruits, however, will definitely need some water and a longer cooking time to soften them and release the pectin and acid. Simmer the fruits gently. Blackcurrants and plums should be cooked until their skins are soft. Once sugar is added, skins may become tough if they haven’t been cooked enough before.


ADDING THE SUGAR Use white granulated sugar, or preserving sugar if the fruit needs more pectin. The amount of sugar needed varies, but the minimum amount recommended for 1 kg/2 lb. 4 oz. fruit is 700 g/3½ cups sugar. Ideally, use 750–850 g/3¾–4¼ cups sugar for a softer-set jam and 1 kg/5 cups sugar for a traditionally prepared jam.


It is best to warm the sugar in a bowl in the oven (about 20 minutes on its lowest setting) before adding it to the fruit, as this will help it to dissolve quicker. Take the jam off the heat and allow it to cool slightly so it isn’t still boiling when the sugar is added. Stir continuously over a low heat until the sugar has completely dissolved. (If the jam comes to the boil before the sugar has completely dissolved, it may crystallize during storage.)


BOILING THE JAM When the sugar has dissolved, turn up the heat and bring the jam to the boil. How long it needs to boil for will vary and this is something that becomes more apparent with experience. The jam needs to maintain a high temperature to reduce and thicken so it will set as it cools. Sometimes this can take a matter of minutes and on other occasions up to half an hour, depending on how much water the jam contains. This stage is often referred to as a rolling boil.


TESTING FOR SETTING POINT After 5–10 minutes of rapid boiling, test the jam to see if it has reached setting point. This can be done in several ways (see below). Remove the pan from the heat while testing, so the jam doesn’t over-cook.
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The cold plate test Put a small plate in the freezer to chill beforehand. Drip a pool of jam onto the plate with a spoon and allow to cool for a few seconds, then draw your finger through the jam. If setting point has been reached, the surface will wrinkle. When you raise your finger from the plate, the jam will form a strand rather than dripping off.


Using a jam thermometer


Dip the thermometer into hot water, then push it into the jam, preferably in the centre of the pan. If the temperature reaches 105ºC/220ºF, setting point has been reached.


The flake test Dip a wooden spoon into the jam, then hold it above the pan. Leave it to cool for a few seconds, then let the jam fall off the spoon back into the pan. If the jam has a gloopy consistency and forms strands or flakes that hang onto the spoon, setting point has been reached.


If setting point has not been reached, place the pan back on the heat and continue to boil rapidly, testing again at 5-minute intervals.


SKIMMING During boiling, a scum sometimes forms on jam, jelly or marmalade due to bubbles rising to the surface. This scum is harmless but can spoil the appearance of the preserve. Stir in a small knob/pat of butter to help disperse the scum or use a metal spoon to scoop it away.


DISPERSING THE FRUIT Whole fruits or large pieces of fruit often rise up to the top of a jam, and, as the jam sets, they are likely to stay put. If you are making a softer-set jam with pieces in, you may have to live with this, but for a thicker set, leave the jam to settle for 5–10 minutes prior to potting up, then stir to distribute the pieces evenly.


POTTING AND STORING Have your hot jars and jam funnel ready. Pour the jam into the jars, filling them to the top. Cover them straight away with a waxed disc pushed down onto the surface of the jam and then with a screw-top lid. Leave the filled jars to cool. Jars filled to the brim can also be left to cool upside down, as this helps to produce a vacuum as it cools. Store cooled jam in a dry, cool larder or cupboard. Note that some preserves are left to go cold before being sealed – see individual recipes.
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