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  INTRODUCTION




  In an age when most things are available straight off the supermarket shelf at a low price, you may wonder why it is worth the bother of making your own. After all, you can pick

  up a jar of jam or pickle easily enough in any supermarket. Well, just try to pick up a jar of chilli jam that adds both bite and sweetness to a cheese sandwich or lemon and mustard seed chutney to

  accompany grilled fish.




  Commercially produced preserves always taste the same. They’re working to absolutely standardized recipes: recipes that have been tried and tested to have the most appeal to the average

  consumer. Perhaps your taste is different from that of the average consumer in the focus group tested. Perhaps you want something a little different, a little spicier or fruitier. When you make

  your own you can have what you want.




  With homemade preserves there is a certain amount of guesswork and instinct involved that improves with practice. It really is an art as much as a science. One of the joys of homemade is that

  element of luck. To be truthful, sometimes the results are just fair but sometimes your own preserves are absolutely wonderful. It’s the difference between blended Euro-plonk wine and chateau

  bottled. One is always the same and acceptable but only the handmade is ever truly great.




  Well, we’ve been making jams, chutneys and preserves at home for thirty years and our reasons for doing so are as valid today as when we started.




  The first reason is simply quality. Yes, you can buy good quality products but you have to look hard and long to find shop stocked preserves that are nearly as

  good as those you will make at home.




  You are in total control of the ingredients and, for example, there is a difference in flavour between E331 sodium citrate and lemon juice in flavour even if they do the same job of providing

  acidity.




  The second reason is cost. Often the base of our own product has cost nothing. A pleasant day blackberry picking results in pounds of jam for just the cost of the sugar; our pickled onions have

  cost little more than the vinegar, since we grow our own onions; and you can’t even buy crab apples that our decorative tree donates in huge quantities for free each year.




  The third reason is choice and individuality. When you buy from a shop, not only are you limited to what they stock but the products they do stock have been developed to please an average

  palette. Your own tastes will differ and you can cater for yourself.




  If you like a bit of zing in your pickle you can add a chilli; if you like a lot you can add three. It’s all a matter of what you like, not what is most acceptable to the average

  consumer.




  The last of our reasons is definitely not least. It’s fun and amazingly satisfying to make something yourself. Something unique and wonderful. To some degree it is, of course, a scientific

  process and when you start out it’s best to stick exactly to the recipe but, as your skills and feeling for what you are doing develop, you begin to create your own recipes. You build on your

  understanding of the processes involved to become truly creative. Just in the same way that an artist will learn his craft, how to mix paints and stretch a canvass before creating a great painting,

  you learn the basics of the craft before making it into an art.




  There are times when you will make mistakes and the end result will not be quite what you hoped or expected but ‘nothing ventured, nothing gained’. We honestly cannot think of a

  ‘failure’ we’ve made that hasn’t still been very palatable or at least acceptable.




  Before you start, it’s worth getting an exercise book and keeping a record of your preserves. Note down the recipe you use and what the final result was

  like. With chutneys where the full flavour isn’t apparent immediately because they often take two or three months to mature, a note of what you did is really useful on the day you open the

  jar and taste the contents. Perhaps the flavour is a little mild or perhaps too hot but you will know next time from your little recipe book and notes.




  If you get the home preserving bug, and we hope you do, then you will end up with more than you can eat at home, unless you have a very large family. The good news is that your homemade

  preserves make fantastic presents. One Christmas we found ourselves unusually well off and decided it was time we gave the family proper shop bought gifts. Well, we spent quite a bit of money and

  thought quite hard about what we picked for people only for them to be received with faint polite smiles. Then came the question, ‘Have you stopped making chutney?’ We think that speaks

  for itself.




  One development since we started making our own preserves is that computers are more common now than telephones were then. Using a desktop publishing program you can easily create great labels

  for your products. You’ve always needed to note what’s in the jar and importantly when it was made but now you can make it attractive as well.




  Incidentally, you’ll see in the recipes we recommend that you label the jars when fully cooled. There is a reason for this. We found that if you label the jars when hot the adhesive melts

  and the labels fall off.




  The recipes in this book have been picked up over the years from books, magazines and, of course, friends and family and have been altered to suit our tastes. As we said before, don’t

  be afraid to change things to suit your tastes once you have gained confidence.
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    Fig. 1. Label for chilli jam.


  




  We’re a little old fashioned and work in proper pounds and ounces rather than decimal currency – however we’ve put the equivalent metric measures that will not affect the

  balance. Work in one system or the other – don’t mix pints and kilograms in the same recipe or things will go wrong. It is the proportion of the ingredients to each other that matters

  more than the specific quantities.




  An imperial teaspoon (abbreviation tsp) is a 5ml level measuring spoon and a tablespoon is a level 15ml metric measuring spoon. We’ve put a conversion chart at the end so you can convert

  any recipes you find, even American ones.




  There are a lot of good (and some terrible) recipes out on the web but you’ll find that our own website at www.allotment.org.uk/recipes has quite a few preserve recipes when

  you’ve made everything in this book!




  Nowadays you can make preserves in small quantities using the microwave, in specialist jam making machines and even in some breadmakers. We’ve not included any specific recipes for these

  but have stuck with our traditional proven recipes that we know work well for the quantities most people make. As preserves store so well, it makes sense to make more rather than less.




  One last point. When we started making our own jams and preserves, the recipe books available at that time were rather complicated. Full of equations and instructions for calculating how much

  sugar could be used for different fruits depending on acidity and pectin. Dire warnings abounded: under-boiling would result in non-setting but over-boiling would take you past the setting point.

  Some of the conserve recipes would take days of sugaring and transferring from one pan to another.




  Well, when you both work and have children, you look for simple solutions because you just don’t have the time to fuss and fiddle. We’ve kept this book straightforward and simple

  because this is how we do it.




  Sometimes we bend and sometimes break the rules that we found in those old books, but the proof of the chutney is in the eating to mangle a phrase. Enjoy!
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  HISTORY OF MAKING PRESERVES




  In our modern world with 24-hour shopping, cans in the cupboard and a deep freeze full of ready meals, it’s hard to imagine the difficulties our ancestors had just

  keeping foods edible from harvest to harvest. Preserving food wasn’t a hobby to them, it was literally a matter of survival!




  The first people to record some of their methods were the Romans and they are known to have made jams to keep fruit for the winter. Fruit preserves are mentioned in Apicius or On the subject

  of cooking. Following the Fall of the Roman Empire and the Dark Ages in Europe we don’t see any references to jams until the Crusaders return from the Middle East where it was still

  made.




  It is possible to make jams using honey and other sweeteners but sugar is more convenient. When sugar first began to be imported from the colonies to Britain it was incredibly expensive but as

  the price fell it began to be used to make jams. Don’t forget, apart from drying, it was the only way to preserve fruit for most people. It was very much a hit and miss affair, there was

  little understanding of sterilization and where moulds came from, so it was luck rather than judgement that decided if a jam would be good or a mouldy mess when the jar was opened.




  Marmalades are similar to jams but the origin of the name itself has two attributions. The first is that the name comes from the Portuguese for quince,

  marmelo and early recipes for quince preserves did indeed call them marmalades.




  The more romantic explanation goes back to Mary, Queen of Scots. The story is that her doctor prescribed a mixture of bitter oranges and sugar to help her with her sea sickness as she sailed

  from France to Scotland to reclaim her throne. One of her ladies in waiting who was making the mixture explained what she was doing as ‘Marie est malade’ which became shortened

  to marmalade. Sadly, the first less romantic explanation is most probably the correct one.




  Whilst jams came from the West, our chutneys came from the East. As Britain busily painted the globe red and occupied India they discovered the method of preserving known by the Hindi word

  chatni. It wasn’t long before the idea was taken home, adapted and incorporated into our national cuisine. Unlike the reliance of jams on sugar for the preserving action, chutneys rely

  on a mixture of salt, vinegar, sugar and the antibacterial properties of the spices.




  We think of the Victorians as staid people, yet they were very adventurous in their eating habits at least, absorbing Indian spices as if they’d always had them available. That most

  traditional British condiment, Piccalilli, dates right back to the middle of the eighteenth century, with the first recipes being for ‘Indian Pickle or Piccalillo’ in 1747. It made us

  smile to see a jar of ‘Traditional Lancashire Piccalilli’ – no doubt it should be washed down with traditional Yorkshire tea harvested from the plantations in the Dales.




  Even our ketchup was an import from China and the Far East although the tomato ketchup that you find in every kitchen was more an American invention. It’s amazing how global influences

  created our cuisine before anyone had heard the word globalization.




  Unlike nowadays where chutneys and pickles tend to be a condiment, in those days before canned foods and refrigeration they provided the vegetable portion of a dish. Ham, bread and piccalilli

  would form a reasonably balanced meal and, since a chutney could contain a number of different vegetables and fruits, even meet the ‘5 A Day’ requirements!




  Initially a major problem in storing chutneys was the lack of suitable jars. It is important that air is completely excluded or the contents spoil. Various clay pots would be used and lids

  placed over or corks inserted and sealed with everything from candle wax to lard.




  One common method was to stretch a soaked pig’s bladder over the jar, which would create an airtight seal as it dried and shrunk onto the jar or pot. By the mid nineteenth century the

  Kilner and Mason jars were developed and marketed, bringing a method of reliably sealing out the air and foods became a lot easier and, more importantly, safer to produce and store at home.




  Following the Second World War and the end of rationing in the 1950s, the home preserving of foods in Britain began to decline. The growth of cheap, mass-market foods accelerated this decline

  but now it’s enjoying a resurgence as people rediscover the pleasure of creation and individuality in the kitchen.
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  HYGIENE AND HOW PRESERVING WORKS




  One question we’re frequently asked is, ‘Can I use less sugar in my jam?’ We think the question is prompted by concerns over consumption of sugar especially

  with regards to obesity. There’s no doubt that sugar and salt are added to many processed foods with no justification other than improving and masking the flavour – or lack of it

  – of inferior products. With jams the sugar is generally vital to a successful result.




  Having said that, you can make low sugar jams but they tend not to be as well set and need to be kept in the fridge as the keeping quality is not as good.




  To understand why, we need to look at what makes food spoil and how the mechanisms work. There are two things we need to worry about: moulds and bacteria. To thrive, both of these need food,

  water and warmth. Cooling food in a fridge will slow the action of bacteria and freezing effectively stops their growth altogether. Jams and preserves, however, are made to store for a long time at

  room temperature.




  Our first line of defence is to prevent entry of organisms that spoil our food. It really is important that the utensils and work surfaces are clean before we start. Surprisingly, one of the

  worst sources of bacteria in the kitchen is the dishcloth. That sits there, nice and damp with old bits of food at room temperature and is, therefore, the perfect growth medium for bacteria.




  We soak ours overnight in a very dilute bleach solution and hang it over the tap to dry in the day when not in use. Not only does it look clean – and

  don’t forget you cannot see bacteria without a microscope – but it is clean. Anti-bacterial liquid sprays are very cheap to buy and before starting food preparation it is worthwhile to

  wipe off all the surfaces with it using your clean dishcloth.




  The next step is to ensure your utensils and pans are really clean. The jam pan may have been sitting there for months since it was last used and apart from dust, specks of the last batch of jam

  may have been left, happily growing bugs. Incidentally, when you’ve finished, it is worth making life easy for next time by thoroughly cleaning everything before you put it away.




  Having burnt jam onto the bottom of a new pan (we all make mistakes!) one tip we found that worked was to add some biological washing powder to the pan, fill with water and bring to the boil.

  Left overnight, the burnt residue came off reasonably easily using some wire wool.




  Never ignore the instructions in the method for sterilizing the jars, either. These should be clean and sparkly before you sterilize them and don’t forget that the lids need to be suitable

  and require just as much attention to cleanliness. If you’re making certain ketchups or sauces, always follow the secondary sterilization method covered in here.




  The temperature of cooking jam, in excess of the boiling point of water, kills bacteria as well. With hygiene a ‘belts and braces’ approach is no bad thing.




  Having kept the bugs out as far as we can, let’s look at what stops the ones that get through from growing. Bacteria are single celled organisms that reproduce by dividing. In ideal

  conditions, they split into two every 20 minutes. One becomes two, two become four, four become eight and so on. In 24 hours one bacterium could theoretically have doubled 72 times to become

  2,361,183,241,434,820,000,000 – that’s an awful lot!




  Don’t panic. That’s in ideal conditions and the conditions in our preserves are the opposite of ideal. Our main protection – and what makes

  preserves work – is something called osmotic disruption. Just like the cells in our body, bacteria contain water and we suck that water out of the cell to kill them.




  To see how this works, put a tablespoon of water on the worktop and pop a sugar cube in it. The water is sucked up into the cube. The sugar in jam works in just the same way: it sucks the water

  out of the bacteria, disrupting and killing it. Salt works in exactly the same way, hence its use as a food preservative.




  Vinegar in chutneys has a similar effect, raising the acidity beyond the level in which the bugs can live. That’s why it is critical to use vinegars with an acidity level above the 5 per

  cent minimum we mention in preserves.




  Some natural substances like garlic juice and cayenne pepper also have antiseptic properties. Not only do they add flavour to your chutney, they help to prevent spoilage.




  To sum it up, for successful and safe storage:




  

    

      

        	

          Keep everything truly clean.


        




        	

          Sterilize properly.


        




        	

          Use the correct ingredients in the right proportions.
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  JAMS, JELLIES, MARMALADES, CURDS, BUTTERS AND CHEESES




  Jams, jellies, marmalades, curds, butters and fruit cheeses are all popular ways of preserving summer fruits for use the year round. The cooking process does reduce the vitamin

  content, but much remains. In fact, jam was used as a way of staving off scurvy by early sailors when journeys took months, along with pickled cabbage and the limes that give the British the

  nickname of limey in some parts of the world. We assume they were eaten separately! The name jam, by the way, arises from the ‘jamming’ or bruising together of the fruit and sugar.




  Jams are extremely versatile and have many uses. As well as accompanying bread and butter or toast, they can be used in homemade scones, pancakes, fillings for sponge cakes, biscuits, steamed

  puddings, baked puddings, trifles and icecream to name but a few.




  Jams are a great way of preserving gluts of fruit. Not only can you use them straightaway, but you can freeze the fruit until you have enough for a jam making session.




  Although freezing tends to destroy the texture of fruit, frozen fruit works perfectly well in a jam as the cooking process is going to break it down to some degree anyway and the mushiness

  caused by freezing doesn’t matter. Incidentally, that’s caused by the water in the fruit expanding as it freezes and breaking down the cell walls.




  We grow our own strawberries and after eating them fresh we’re often left with some over but not enough to be worthwhile turning into jam. We just prepare

  the strawberries (wash and remove the hard core) and then pop them into a sealed plastic bag and freeze them until we’ve enough for a jam making session. If you do use frozen fruit, increase

  the amount in the recipe by about 10 per cent to compensate for the loss of pectin caused by freezing.




  If you’ve a decorative crab apple in the garden or perhaps your neighbours’ gardens, then you can use up those crab apples in jams and jellies – they’re a good source of

  pectin as well. Your neighbours might think those crab apples all over the lawn a nuisance but they’ll change their minds when you give them a jar of crab apple jelly.




  Don’t forget that hedgerows are a great source of that quintessential British fruit, the blackberry. Blackberries and crab apples are a great mix. Whilst you are prowling the country lanes

  looking for blackberries, keep an eye out for self-seeded raspberries. We don’t know why but wild free fruit jams always taste nicer!




  Elderberries make a very traditional country jelly or mix well with blackberries. We were told as children, and you may have been told the same, that elderberries are poisonous. The truth is

  that unripe elderberries do contain tiny traces of cyanide and could cause vomiting and diarrhoea. So only pick ripe elderberries, which are plump and dark black in colour. Just take them in

  bunches. You can strip the berries off the twigs at home. Don’t worry if a few unripe berries get through though, the cooking process makes them perfectly safe.




  There are other wild berries you can use – hawthorn berries make a nice jelly when mixed with crab apples as do rowan-berries (mountain ash). The crab apples provide the pectin needed for

  a good set.




  You can make some unusual jams using vegetables. Carrot jam may not sound appealing but it tastes surprisingly pleasant and chilli jam is a revelation.




  
Equipment for Jam Making




  The good news for those starting out making their own jam is that you can get away with using the equipment you’re likely to have in your kitchen anyway. It’s

  when you start making a lot that some specialist equipment really comes into its own.




  Methylated Spirits




  One item you may not have that is a must is a little bottle of methylated spirits for testing pectin. You can pick these up from any chemist.




  Jars




  The other ‘must have’ is, of course, a supply of jars. You can buy jars but we save up any jars that come into the house and ask our family and friends to save

  them up for us. The ideal jar will have held jam already and have the metal screw top that has a plastic coating. Technically you can use any jar or even glazed pot so long as it isn’t

  chipped or cracked. You don’t actually even need a lid as one can be improvised from cellophane and an elastic band. Unlike chutneys, an airtight seal is not absolutely necessary if a waxed

  disc is placed on the jam before the dust cover. Our experience though is that you are better off collecting the correct jars. As we said earlier, belt and braces is a good approach to hygiene in

  preserve making.




  Always wash your jars thoroughly before putting them away until needed. This will make life easy for you when you start a jam making session as they’ll only need a quick wash before

  sterilizing.




  Preserving Pan




  Although small quantities of jam can be made in a heavy-based saucepan or a pressure cooker without the lid, it is worth investing in a good quality, thick based,

  stainless steel preserving pan.




  A good quality pan will cost a fair bit but does last a lifetime. Our preserving pan is now 25 years old and still going strong. It is stainless steel with a thick sandwiched aluminium core base and a ratchet system so the handle can be left up. Boiling jam gets very hot and keeping the handle up has saved us from carelessly getting severe burns more

  than once over the years.




  Unlike saucepans, preserving pans are wider at the top than the base, which helps when reducing liquids as there is plenty of surface area to steam away excess liquid. Your jam pan is ideal for

  making chutney as well so it gets used more than you might think when you start out.




  Wide Necked Funnel




  Getting the hot jam into the jars can be a very messy business and a wide neck funnel will help no end. The alternative is to use a Pyrex type measuring jug but for the

  few pounds these funnels cost, they are worth buying. Ours is non-stick so cleaning up is easy!




  Sugar Thermometer




  A sugar thermometer is useful as a guide to knowing if the setting point has been reached although we still test using a saucer as described in the methods. We managed for

  years without one, but once again, it only costs a couple of pounds to buy. Such thermometers usually read from 10–204° Celsius. Ordinary room thermometers cannot be used.




  Waxed Paper Circles




  Immediately after the jars are filled they should be wiped clean and a waxed paper circle with the waxed side down put on the top of the jam before the lid is screwed on.

  The waxed paper circle should be absolutely flat on the surface of the jam to prevent mould from developing. You can get away without them if using plastic coated lids on the jars, but an

  additional line of defence against spoilage is useful.




  Labels




  You need to label the jars with the contents and date. You can buy labels to write on with decorative borders or just buy a sheet of labels for use in a computer very

  cheaply. If you give away your jam as a gift, a nice label makes all the difference.




  Stone Remover




  If you make cherry jam, then a stone remover will save you hours. There is nothing worse than breaking a tooth on an unexpected stone in a jar of jam.




  Jelly Bag




  For jellies and cheeses you will need a straining bag. We picked up a strainer set which includes a frame that holds the bag above a bowl, allowing you to concentrate on

  pouring the contents in but, as you’ll see in here, you can make one yourself.




  Other Items




  The following items will probably be in your kitchen anyway.




  A long handled wooden spoon for stirring your jam and a slotted metal spoon for removing stones and scum from jams.




  A decent set of scales. It’s a recipe for disaster guessing at weight when jam making and every cook needs a good set of scales anyway.




  A colander is useful for draining and a metal sieve is needed when making jellies and jams.




  A grater or a mandolin is useful for marmalade as is a zester, and a peeler comes in handy as well.




  A Pyrex or similar heat resistant measuring jug is useful.




  Muslin is needed for straining and wrapping spices, etc.




  All of the above can be found in good cookshops or online shops.




  
Jam Making Method




  General Preparation




  Before you start, check you have everything you need. Not that we’ve ever gone to the cupboard and discovered that we’d used that bag of sugar we would have

  sworn was there!




  Clear the decks for action. You’re going to have a large pan full of very hot, above the boiling point of water hot, jam as well as jars sterilizing, scales weighing and fruit being

  prepared. Got something in the sink? Wash it up and put it away before it’s in your way. A clear working area will make the whole process easier and, most importantly, safer.




  When you’ve cleared up ready to start, wipe down with an anti-bacterial spray. Cleanliness is vital in any food production and it only takes a minute now the surfaces are clear.
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