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  This fruit of my labor is dedicated to Jigs, beloved partner in all things.


  To those who joy in their work, this old earth laughs with them.

  —Samuel Fraser, 1924


  Author’s Notes on a New Edition
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  Over forty years ago, in 1971, we moved ourselves, our four children, and a Noah’s Ark of animals to a remote farm at the northeastern tip of Nova Scotia, to Cape Breton Island. We wanted to own a piece of earth where we could grow our food and keep some poultry and livestock, as we had been doing at rented farms. We were tired of planting strawberries and not being around to harvest them because the landlord sold the place where we were living, but with the money we saved we hadn’t been able to afford anything suitable in the northeastern U.S. where Jigs and I had always lived.

  We had no idea, really, of what we would be up against in Cape Breton: long, gray, maritime winters of freezing and thawing; heavy clay soil, slow to warm and leached of nutrients; and wind . . . oh, the wind, enough to blow our little greenhouse roof off, not once, but three times. I know, because I helped, in a roaring wind, to nail it back down.

  I haven’t mentioned income, because for the first five years, we hadn’t any. We lived on our savings, and we lived a very lean life. After the first year, the bad roads shook up our old truck so much we abandoned it and used our team of horses wherever we needed to go, not very far. I called our backlands farm the No Capitol of the World: no vehicle, no running water (Jigs, ever creative, tells me it did run . . . out of the hand pump), and no phone. We did have electricity, but not a very sound system and we did not tax it much. We heated and cooked solely with wood and we had no freezer.

  But there is no reason to be sorry for those years. We learned so much. Not only about Canada, and Cape Breton and its folk culture, of which we were sublimely ignorant, but about ourselves and how far we could stretch our abilities. In 1978 when the youngest of our children left the farm, I found myself to be the only other hand on staff. With no prior experience (I graduated from Bennington, majoring in drama and literature), with pitchfork in hand, standing on the hay wagon that Jigs drove around the field, I learned to build tons of hay each summer and helped to unload them in the barn. I pulled at the other end of a cross-cut saw to cut down huge trees for firewood . . . when Jigs pointed in the direction I was to run after the tree cracked, you can be sure I ran fast. I learned to spread manure by moonlight with the team of horses after a day in the woods, a day that also included barn chores (milking, cleaning out pens, feeding, and watering) and cooking three big meals a day.

  Those were also the years of enormous fruit harvests. Early on, we had built two log cabins for guests to bring in some income, and before breakfast, they might pick buckets of gooseberries or baskets and baskets of raspberries that had to be turned to account as fast as I could manage. With no freezer, I adapted older recipes to suit my circumstances; readers may appreciate how I dispensed with topping and tailing gooseberries. And somehow I managed not only to preserve the fruit harvest but produce superior products. What I learned became the source of inspiration for The Old-Fashioned Fruit Garden, the first edition of this book, published in 1989.

  A lot has happened in the intervening years. In 2001, for one thing, we moved back to the States, to the foothills of the Adirondacks, in New York’s Champlain Valley. We live now in a converted one-room schoolhouse with 10, instead of 100 acres of land, and we keep flocks of poultry. We still maintain large gardens that mostly feed us, we raise as much fruit as we can, and we still enjoy foraging in the wild. The principles that unconsciously drove us—simplicity, economy, and self-reliance—are still in practice, imprinted on our souls. Looking back, I see that we were green when green was just a color, but we didn’t live ‘green’ on principle. Our lives grew out of our preferences. We followed a path of our own desire. Whatever we did and however we have lived, for better or for worse, there is no pretension about it. It just is.

  A lot has happened, too, in the field of fruit development. There are many new varieties (more correctly, cultivars) among traditional June-bearing, everbearing, and day-neutral strawberries, for instance, so that the home gardener has the possibility of harvesting more than one crop a season; the same is true of raspberries, among the fall-bearing type. And blackberries are coming along with similar characteristics.

  Among fruit trees, there are more semi-dwarf types that take up far less room than standards, and there are even some that can be grown in tubs. Blueberries, a beautiful bush in flower, whose leaves turn bright scarlet in the fall, have been the subject of breeding and selection to find ever more beautiful and productive varieties.

  In general, the breeding trend is toward fruits that are not only productive, disease and insect resistant, and adaptable to different conditions, but ones that have ornamental value. Landscaping with edibles is definitely a trend among home gardeners.

  Today, a significant number of gardeners are interested in growing less common fruits. As Tim Malinich, Extension Educator of the Lorain County Extension Office in Ohio told me, “Ten years ago, if I did a talk and mentioned elderberries or currants a few people would have had experience or interest. Today, a significant number of gardeners either have experience with or are willing to work with less common fruits such as currants, elderberries, and gooseberries. In fact, it is becoming almost trendy to grow them.” Their health benefits, too (along with blueberries), have been in the news, altogether giving these fruits a higher profile.

  This new edition of The Old-Fashioned Fruit Garden takes into account all these trends—in fruit breeding and interest in the less common fruits—and offers one of the most comprehensive collections of recipes and directions for preserving and using currants (including a hefty section on black currants), gooseberries, and elderberries, for these were the very fruits that were the backbone of our Cape Breton gardens. What was old-fashioned is now new. I have added quince to the mix, an old-fashioned tree that seems to me elegant enough to grow just for looks, but I do include recipes.

  Along with the many recipes for making jellies and jams with no commercial pectin added (these are now called “artisan” products), the hallmark of this book, I have added new ones like Ginger-Peach Jam; more accompanying dairy products like Yogurt and Yogurt Cheese Spread that you can make even without a cow tethered in your front yard; and directions for making fruit sherberts, sorbets, and frozen fruit yogurts (the freezer is modestly featured in this edition). On a hot summer’s day, you may want to make my Black Currant Sorbet and serve it, as I suggest, embellished with a fresh-picked, edible Zebrina flower (Malva sylvestris Zebrina), a lovely rose-pink with purple stripes.

  To meet the current high standards for home fruit preserving, I have updated directions to include the latest information from the current Ball’s Blue Book Guide to Preserving (2011).

  The new Appendix takes into account the Internet (I have also included phone numbers wherever possible). There you will find sources for contacting your nearest Cooperative Extension office; finding the nearest U-Pick operation if you don’t have your own garden (you could also consider bartering from someone who does); where to find uncommon fruit plants and heirloom seeds for growing citron (“the preserving melon”); Pyola, an organic insecticide that works; where to find canning equipment and the latest new pectins that don’t take a lot of sugar or any (you can adapt my recipes); cheese-making supplies to make all the dairy products I discuss in the book: and the hand tools to make truly artisan fruit products. I have not forgotten Canadian readers and have included Canadian sources, too.

  I am thrilled to offer a new generation of fruit growers and preservers, the novice and the experienced, this new edition of The Old-Fashioned Fruit Garden. I trust that those who loved the old edition will find a place for the new one, too, on the shelves of their gardening/cookbook library.

  Westport, New York, 2012
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  I made my first jelly, wild grape, in Madison, Wisconsin, in the late summer of 1956. Exactly why, I cannot remember. That summer, we had our first garden, I was beginning to learn about wildflowers, and I was interested in making some of the things we usually bought, such as soap. Perhaps the recollection of my mother hanging a jelly bag from a broom handle suspended between two dining-room chairs helped inspire me.

  I suppose that having seen some grapes on one of my wildflower rambles, I must have looked up a recipe. Luckily, this turned out to be a great jelly. If our first product had been ordinary or dull, our jam- and jelly-making careers might have developed more slowly.

  I remember grape-picking expeditions with my wife, Jo Ann, and our one-year-old son, Seth: I’m in a tree dropping bunches of wild grapes to Jo Ann, who is tucking them into Seth’s baby carriage. Then the three of us are wandering through an overgrown, abandoned quarry, picking grapes from vines on crumbling stone walls.

  I have another wild-grape memory, of quite a different sort; I’m crouching under a big bush on a side street in Madison, picking grapes from a vine growing over the bush. A man stops beside the bush, peers under, and asks me what I’m doing. He turns out to be an acquaintance who runs a bookstore downtown. While I crouch in the green shade under the bush and he stands on the sidewalk in the bright sun, we have a small, friendly debate that, although I did not know it then, I would have over and over again, and not just about jams and jellies, either.

  He thought that making my own jelly was foolish because (1) I could buy it in a store for less than the cost of making it; (2) the time spent picking and processing grapes could be used to earn more money than my jelly would be worth; and (3) crouching under a bush in broad daylight in a modern city was really, well, nutty looking.

  That was the first time I engaged in that debate, and I’m afraid I did not give effective answers, although I do remember pointing out that I preferred to spend my time picking wild fruit than earning money. I also said that I could not buy superior jelly anywhere. Now, however, having been through this argument scores of times, I know other things to say: my time is as valuably spent picking wild fruit and making excellent nutritious preserves as it is doing anything else; I do not want to give up a significant portion of my life for a wage so that I can buy a jar of sweetened chemicals; when we make our own food, we know it is good; and, finally, I have learned not to worry about being nutty looking. There are thousands of people walking around loose today doing worse-looking things than crouching under a bush and picking wild grapes.

  For some years, when I was a teacher and had summers off, I did the jam and jelly making, as well as all the other canning and preserving, for our growing family. In the early 1960s, we began to sell some jams and jellies. But when we started farming and founded a school, there was a radical reorganization of the division of labor in our family. Jo Ann took over my kitchen tasks, and all our preserves improved. She had more mouths to feed, larger gardens to process, as well as meat, produce, and dairy products to sell. In 1971, we moved to Cape Breton. Not only did we have a farm to run, we also began to rent log cabins to visitors. So Jo Ann had more meals to cook, and they had to be first rate.

  When I come in from the stables or fields nowadays, I am, at most, Jo Ann’s assistant, sometimes washing up after butter making or drawing off whey from cheese or packing away case after case of jam. It is just as well. As our many guests and customers will testify, Jo Ann is a good cook: intelligent, hard working, and sensible. I, on the other hand, usually give in to anarchic tendencies in the kitchen, disregarding directions in a fine frenzy of creative disaster. But I will not go into my mistakes. Follow Jo Ann’s directions exactly, and you will make excellent jams, jellies, sasses, juices, and fresh-fruit preserves.

  Jigs Gardner

  Orangedale, N.S., 1989


  Introduction
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  When was the last time you tasted some absolutely terrific homemade jam, the kind that made you want to try making it, too? I do not mean freezer jam or some concoction made with Jell-O or commercial pectin and loads of sugar. I mean the real thing: jam made with fresh berries that are mashed, heated with just enough sugar to bring out the fresh-fruit flavor, brought to a boil, and cooked for no more than 15 minutes (usually less), until the mixture has thickened.

  Jam making, like other kinds of fruit preserving, has become almost a lost art superseded by the mass production and marketing of fruit products in the supermarket. At one time, 100, 75, even 50 years ago, the fruit garden, like the vegetable garden, supplied a great part of the family’s food needs. Many backyards and almost all farms had fruiting shrubs, a rhubarb patch, and a variety of apple trees to provide fruit for baking, cooking, drying, or storing. Few women in these households did not know how to turn their garden fruits into an astonishing number of concoctions— jams, jellies, preserves, conserves, marmalades, sauces, juices, wines, vinegars, dried fruits—astonishing when compared with the paucity of products offered in today’s markets. Have you ever tried to buy red currant sauce or gooseberry preserves—or fresh gooseberries, for that matter?

  The “plucky housewife” of the turn of the century preserved from necessity because processed foods were not readily available.

  Home preserving was a serious business and one in which the homemaker took great pride. There was a lot of skill involved in choosing varieties of fruits for different purposes. Take pears, for instance: the Winter Nellis was known for storing; the Pound, for eating; and the Bartlett, for flavor. How many women, or men, today know one variety from another or can even find each in the marketplace?

  Jam making is probably the last vestige of home fruit preserving, but the skills that were once an absolute necessity for turning out successful products have been neglected in the almost universal desire to emulate mass-produced store-bought varieties. For the unskilled, foolproof methods such as using commercial pectin and the freezer guarantee a “successful” product every time.

  What are the qualities of store-bought preserves? In jam, they include a heavy sweet taste, an overfirm set, an absence of real fruit flavor—in sum, a general lack of all distinction. Unfortunately, the word homemade is no longer synonymous with all the superior qualities. No doubt, among the home-processed fruit products of the past, there were a lot of duds: burned jams, runny jellies, moldy preserves. But when the household itself depended on and processed all the fruit for the family, quality—the kind associated with the best of homemade—counted.

  There may be some merit in the Victorian notion that tending a garden, watching plants grow, has an ennobling influence. But there are other compelling reasons for creating your own fruit garden, that is, an old-fashioned garden that can supply you and your family with almost all your fruit needs.

  First, there is the reason of economy: fruit and fruit products can be expensive for a growing family. If a small fruit garden can supply products as good, or better, as the supermarket at much less expense, it makes a lot of sense to consider making even small plots productive. Wild fruits should not be overlooked: abandoned orchards can yield truckloads of apples for cider, wild grapes can make an incomparable jelly, staghorn sumac can supply a tart lemonlike flavor for juice.

  Second, the quality of fruit bought in a store cannot compare to the quality of fruit from a garden. Store-bought fruit is not so fresh; consider as well the handling and shipping and the heavy use of pesticides. Have you ever compared the taste of a California strawberry out of season with one just picked from your own patch? Have you ever tasted raspberry juice, jam, or ice cream made from real raspberries, not from a concentrate or “flavor” whipped up in a food chemist’s lab? You cannot even find gooseberry or black currant products in most ordinary stores; even the fancy gourmet products are inferior to those you can make yourself from the harvest of old-fashioned fruiting shrubs. To avoid making products with a store-bought taste, however, you must follow the simple preserving methods described later in this book.

  Third, there is the important consideration of energy use and conservation. Do you really think that small is beautiful, that less is more, that technology should be carefully, not wantonly, used, that resources should be husbanded, not squandered, that we must learn to live in harmony with the natural world?

  The old-fashioned fruit garden can point the way by showing you how to achieve energy efficiency through the best use of simple technology. Only those fruits most suitable to one’s environment are grown; they are harvested for particular uses and processed by the simplest means to achieve a superior product.

  Is it absolutely necessary to “pop” food in the freezer or “toss” it into the blender when other techniques less demanding of energy, less destructive to the land, are accessible? Before World War II, people used noninstant powdered milk, knives for cutting and chopping, hand food mills for puréeing, and rotary beaters for beating.

  I do not advocate going back in time, but we must begin to think about how we use technology. The care with which we do this will be reflected in a higher quality of life, a life more in tune with the natural world rather than antagonistic toward it. Growing and processing your own fruit, taking as little from the land as possible while creating the conditions for continual renewal and regrowth, is immensely satisfying and ecologically sound. “The land,” wrote Liberty Hyde Bailey, the great American horticulturist, “is the cemetery of the ages and the resurrection of all life.”

  Technology constantly changes, and just as there have been many improvements made by plant breeders in creating vigorous, disease-resistant fruit varieties, so has modern industry produced superior equipment and techniques for home processing. But I leave the electric dehydrators and similar devices to the do-it-yourself sophisticates. The technology I have in mind really is simple and within reach of most people.

  Canning and jelly jars with vacuum-sealing snap lids and screw bands are a great improvement over older kinds of jars and closures and ensure successful preserving if directions are carefully followed.

  Whatever they cost, they will pay for themselves in the first season. Paraffin has replaced the brandy-soaked writing paper and layers of cotton batting once used to prevent molding [note: paraffin in no longer recommended]. The water-bath canner, itself an improvement over more cumbersome pots and boiling-water methods, has been superseded by the steam canner in my kitchen; it not only reduces the amount of water and fuel needed but saves time, too. The steam juicer has eliminated the need for using the traditional jelly bag for extracting juice, though the latter works perfectly well and is less expensive.

  With improvements in preserving equipment, less sugar is needed to keep fruit products sound; old-fashioned preserving tended to be lavish in its use of sweeteners. Perhaps surprisingly, the freezer has only a limited role in preserving fruit. Why reap the benefits of sun-ripened fruit and then store that fruit in a freezer for an unlimited time when simple techniques will not only suffice but also produce a better product? Canned blueberries vacuum sealed at their best will keep a long time if stored in a cool place away from light and heat; they will be just as delicious as when they were first packed and sealed in their own juices.

  All the fruits described in The Old-Fashioned Fruit Garden, except, of course, the wild fruits, were grown on less than half an acre of land in poor northern soil. I have selected small fruits—strawberries, raspberries, red and black currants, gooseberries, elderberries, and citron, as well as rhubarb—because these do well almost anywhere, are easy for the novice to grow, and are sometimes overlooked. Tree-fruit cultivation is more demanding of soil, climate, and space than small-fruit cultivation. As there are already many excellent books and pamphlets on the subject, I have limited myself to uncommon preserving and cooking recipes in the chapter on wild and tree fruits. If you live in a warmer climate, there are many more fruits, such as figs, cherries, and grapes, that could be included in a small garden. But no matter what fruits you choose to grow, if you intend to have an old-fashioned fruit garden, you must follow the principles of energy efficiency that begin with the way the soil is prepared for planting and continue through to the last step of processing.

  The chapters deal with one fruit each, and they are arranged in the order the fruits are harvested, beginning with rhubarb and ending with citron; the chapter on wild and tree fruits follows. I chose to devote individual chapters to each member of the genus Ribes—red currants, gooseberries, and black currants. All three have been out of favor for decades, partly because they are host to a fungus called white-pine blister rust, which kills white pines but does not damage the carriers. For most of this century, there have been restrictions against those fruits in the United States; since 1966, with the lifting of a federal ban, each state has regulated their sale. There have been no similar regulations in Canada.

  In some states, laws have either been relaxed or not enforced for two reasons: the white pine has declined in commercial value, and the regulations have been ineffective, as Ribes species grow abundantly in the wild. Nevertheless, the black currant, which often shoulders all the blame for the disease, continues to be maligned as a result of a general lack of knowledge about its special qualities. It is about time someone in North America rescued this fruit from oblivion. I hope that interested gardeners in the United States will demand a reappraisal of this fruit from the state agencies that are charged with regulating its growth. Perhaps plant breeders and nurserymen will then take up the challenge to make this fruit safe for all to grow, available to everyone who wishes to include it in his garden. There are indications that this is beginning to happen, with more breeding programs being conducted at agricultural research stations and by private researchers.

  I have not, however, included a chapter on Josta, a gooseberry-black currant hybrid. Hardy and disease resistant, the Josta was bred in Germany. Its bush is tall and tolerates a wide variety of soil conditions, producing dense clusters of deep-purple berries that can be eaten fresh. Josta bushes are available in Canada and the United States (see Appendix). Although reports are mixed, Josta is worth a try, and suggests more possibilities. Use in similar ways to gooseberries or black currants.

  In each chapter, there are guidelines for planting, cultivating, and harvesting the fruit. These are general and meant as a guide, not a blueprint. More detailed directions for fruit growing suitable to your area can be obtained, usually in pamphlet form, from your local cooperative extension office or department of agriculture. You will also learn the fruit varieties appropriate for your area and the ways to deal with your particular environment.

  The recipes in this book represent our favorite ways to use fruit, both fresh and processed, the result of years of preserving; some recipes are adaptations of ones in books, and these sources are cited in the bibliography. Each preserving recipe is arranged to coincide with the ripeness of the fruit as it is harvested. Jelly recipes that call for a mixture of ripe and underripe berries precede recipes for juice or wine, where the ripest, juiciest berries are required. Every once in a while, I have inserted accompaniments within the preserving recipes. Black currant jelly, for instance, goes great with cream cheese, so the two recipes appear together. Following the preserving recipes in each chapter, there are “cooking” recipes. In addition, one chapter focuses on basic recipes that allow for the substitution of different fruits. No more frantic searching through cookbooks, with sticky fingers, to find another way to use your bumper crop of strawberries or black currants.

  I do not deny that planting, harvesting, and processing an old-fashioned fruit garden is a labor, but I think that once you have tasted your own red currant sauce on your morning pancakes, eaten a bowl of fresh-fruit ice cream, or made what everyone is bound to consider the world’s best strawberry jam, you will feel well rewarded. Even spending a day or two picking the fully laden black currant bushes, if you are lucky enough to be able to buy them, can be a respite from more worldly activities. You may also gain much satisfaction from rediscovering the virtues of simplicity. That’s a lot to get from a small fruit garden.
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  Berry juice


  A Short Course in Fruit Preserving
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  I really didn’t know how to boil an egg when I got married in the early 1950s. I certainly knew nothing about fruit preserving. All our fruit products—and all our fruit, for that matter—came straight from the supermarket.

  With a growing family and a limited income, however, I learned quickly. Necessity is a good teacher. My husband, Jigs, was the leader in the preserving operation because he had had some experience. It was not long, though, before I understood terms such as boiling-water bath and snap lids. By the time I was left in sole command, as a result of our expanded farming, I had to contend with a large fruit garden and no help at all.

  Not only that. As a full partner in the farm, I spent as much if not more time in the field as in the kitchen. At the height of our fruit season, I could be found making square tonloads of hay on our horse-drawn wagon.

  Under such conditions, I streamlined our fruit preserving, the benefits of which I pass on to you. The technology I use remains, with few exceptions, simple, a testimony to the truth I learned some time ago: there is no correlation between using high technology and producing high quality. In fact, technology often gets in the way.

  Equipment

  When making jam, jelly, or sass, use a 2-gallon (8-L) wide-mouth stainless steel pot. The wide mouth allows for fast evaporation, which makes for quick-setting products. Stainless-steel pots also cook evenly, so they are worth the extra expense. Large wide-mouth enamel preserving pots are good for making preserves, juices, and cooking fruit for drying, all of which call for large batches. Tin or copper pots are not recommended because they discolor and flavor fruit products; aluminum pots are too thin. Other necessities for fruit preserving are a large enamel water-bath canner which comes with a rack and a tight-fitting cover, or a steam canner; 1-qt (1-L), 1-pt (500-mL), and 1/2-pt (250-mL) canning jars and small jelly jars with matching snap lids and screw bands; cheesecloth for a jelly bag, or a steam juicer. Note: old-timers were the great recyclers, using any jar that will take new snap lids and old screw bands, and re-using vacuum-sealed jars. But this practice, like others (sealing with hot paraffin, sealing jams, jellies, syrups, etc. without processing), is not regarded as safe. Other utensils include wooden spoons, a small metal spoon, a potato masher, wooden stamper, or chopper (I use an old-fashioned egg chopper) for preparing fruit for jam-making, a jar lifter and kitchen tongs, large screens, trays, and cookie sheets, a long-handled ladle and fork, a food mill, and a wide-mouth funnel.

  Terms and Methods

  Do not be intimidated by these terms and the descriptions of methods. Considering they provide you with the key to mastering home fruit preserving, they are worth reading carefully.

  BOILING-WATER BATH A method of processing homemade fruit products in a water-bath canner so that they do not spoil, that is, become moldy or ferment. It is now recommended that all homemade fruit products should be processed in a boiling-water bath. Before processing, seal filled canning jars with snap lids and screw bands. Be sure to wipe the sealing edge of the jar to remove any debris that might cause an imperfect seal, then set the snap lid in place, and screw on the metal band, tightening it all the way.

  Always process a full load of jars at a time, using water-filled jars to fill the empty spaces. Place bottled-and-sealed fruits on a rack and then lower the rack into the water-bath canner, partly filled with hot water. Add extra water as necessary, to bring the water level to 1 to 2 inches (2.5 to 5 cm) above the tops of the jars. Also make sure that there is about 1 inch (2.5 cm) of space between the jars to allow the water to circulate. Cover the pot and bring the water to a rolling boil. Count the processing time from this moment. At the end of the processing time, wait 5 minutes before removing cover. Lift the jars out of the water with a jar lifter and cool them on a rack or towel in a draft-free place.

  Check canning jars in 12 to 24 hours after processing to make sure they are vacuum sealed. After processing, as the jars are cooling, the lids will be sucked down and become concave and will snap, making a vacuum seal. If the lids fail to snap, they will remain convex, and these preserves should be reprocessed or refrigerated and used immediately. After 24 hours, the screw bands can be removed and reused.

  The steam canner, not to be confused with the pressure canner, is a luxurious alternative to the more traditional boiling-water bath. Follow the manufacturer’s directions. These usually specify putting 2 qt (2 L) water in the bottom part of the steam canner and counting the processing time from when steam starts coming out of two holes at the base of the cover.

  One benefit of the steam canner is that you can process as little as 1 pt (500 ml) at a time. Another is that it doesn’t require nearly as much water as a boiling water bath. Having lived with water scarcity for so many years, the steam canner was a blessing. Directions may call for screw bands to be not fully tightened before processing. Steam canners are more commonly used in Europe, though they are available (see Appendix).

  COLD PACK A term for filling canning jars with raw fruit that is then covered with boiling water or syrup. Then the jars are processed in a boiling-water bath or steam canner. The cold-pack method works best with soft fruits like raspberries, which lose their shape when precooked.

  EXTRACTION A procedure for cooking fruit in order to extract its juices. To make an extraction, mash the fruit, add water or not, cook it until tender, and strain through a jelly bag. The steam juicer, also commonly used in Europe, has eliminated the more time-consuming process of making an extraction. Nonetheless, steam juicers should be reserved for making large quantities. Place the fruit in the top part of the pot. On heating, juice collects in the bottom, ready for jarring or for use in jelly making. Steam juicers are available (see Appendix), but they are rather expensive.

  HEADROOM The amount of air left between the top of the canned fruit and the lid. Follow directions, but do not worry excessively about this. The fruit inevitably settles, so allow for this when filling jars.

  HOT PACK A term for filling canning jars with precooked hot fruit. I prefer this method to the cold-pack one. Precooked fruit, unlike raw fruit, does not shrink when it is processed in a boiling-water bath. A half-filled jar of preserves is a sorry sight, and the preserves may not keep well.

  JELLY BAG A sack for straining fruit when making an extraction. Jelly bags can be made from any porous material, but one of the best is cheesecloth. Buy about 1 yd (1 m) of fine cheesecloth and cut a double layer large enough to be draped in the pot receiving the juice. Using clothespins, secure the material around the lip of the pot and then pour the cooked fruit into the cheesecloth. Gather the four corners of the cheesecloth into pairs of two and tie them together to make a bag that can be suspended from any pole, hook, or nail. Place the receiving pot underneath to catch the dripping juice.

  PECTIN The substance in fruits that causes them to jell when combined and cooked with sugar. The amount of pectin in fruits varies: elderberries and rhubarb are low in pectin; strawberries, medium; raspberries, a little higher on the scale; currants, gooseberries, apples, and quince very high. Slightly underripe fruit has more pectin than fully ripe fruit: the substance declines in strength as the fruit ripens and decomposes. Citrus fruits, high in pectin, are added to other marmalades to help them jell as well as give them a piquant taste. Commercial pectins are made from citrus fruit. Traditional pectins, in either crystal or liquid form, require a certain amount of sugar to work (usually a lot). Low-sugar or no sugar-needed pectin requires the addition of unsweetened fruit juice. Instant pectin is for making no-cook jam that must be stored in the freezer (freezer jam).

  SCALDED JARS Sterilized jars. Hot scalded jars should always be ready to receive the cooked fruit. First, wash the jars and lids in hot, soapy water and rinse them well. Submerge as many jars as possible into a deep pot of hot, almost boiling water; put the lids in a smaller, shallow pot of hot water. Allow them to simmer until they are ready to be filled. Spear each jar with a long-handled fork and drain over the pot as it is being removed from the water. If you are handy with the fork, you can retrieve the lids the same way. Otherwise, use kitchen tongs.

  SHEETS OFF A SPOON A killer for the beginner. When the jelly or jam has cooked at a rolling boil for about 10 minutes or less, begin testing for the jelling point—that is, the point at which the mixture begins to hold its shape when cooled. Use a metal kitchen spoon, not a wooden one, for this test.

  Scoop a little of the hot jelly or jam onto the spoon, cool it quickly by blowing across it, then slowly pour the mixture back into the pot, pouring from the side of the spoon. If it runs off as water, the mixture is far from ready; if it runs off in two drops, it is as thick as syrup and is close to done; if the two drops have merged and the mixture wrinkles slightly and slides as a whole off the side of the spoon, the jelling point has been reached. Jelly slides and sheets; jam tends to fall in globs. Once you are experienced, you will be able to spot the jelling point of jelly by the look of the boiling mixture: thick and light-colored foaming bubbles.

  [image: image]

  A selection of preserves

  Steps for Canning and Preserving

  The following are general guidelines for understanding the basic procedures involved in making various commonly used fruit products. Once you understand them, you will be able to amend and adapt recipes to suit your situation. In the meantime, consult the preserving recipes I offer, as the details may differ from these descriptions. In addition, you’ll find other treasures not discussed here—marmalade, wine, chutney, and butter, for example—because they are more complicated, vary more from recipe to recipe, or are less common.

  Here I must also say a few words about the substitution of honey for sugar in fruit preserving. Honey does not combine well with natural pectin and for that reason should not be used in jam or jelly making if a firm set is desired. Furthermore, honey, with its distinctive taste, tends to mask fruit flavors. Sugar, on the other hand, used here in the minimum amounts required for setting, brings out and enhances fruit flavors. Honey, though, does combine well with liquid, so it could be added to juices or to syrups used for preserving whole fruits. Let your preference be your guide.

  Jelly

  Jelly is made from juice extracted from mashed and heated berries that are cooked with sugar. The jelled mixture should be clear, bright in color, and firm yet tender enough to spread easily on bread. Undercooked jelly is runny, and it becomes moldy. Overcooked jelly is tough, treacly, and strong tasting. The secret of superior jelly lies in using fruits high in natural pectin so that an excessive amount of sugar is not needed for setting. Remember, the faster the jelly or jam sets, the more the fruit flavor is retained, so cook small batches in a large pot. Note: freezer stored fruit works well for jelly-making.
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