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This book is dedicated to those who taught me how to make jam – Dor Dor, Lizzy and Denise
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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.



Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.



Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.



You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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We store up a lot more than ripeness when we store away our produce; we store up a summer of hard, enjoyable work. If done well, we take all those vitamins and minerals, all that well-nourished soil and health and offer it up to those we love when the garden has all but gone to bed.

Now I do not have that picture-perfect kitchen; there’s no white Aga, my cutlery does not match and neither do my pot lids. I am not blessed with extra hours for cooking, though I often steal them when I shouldn’t. (And while I’m on the subject, I hate hoovering and have never made a cupcake.) I am not perfect and neither are my preserves – and I’ll stand that yours do not need to be either.

This food – my jars of kimchi and kraut, the odd pickles that lurk at the back of the fridge – is a shortcut to a better meal. Kimchi with egg-fried rice or those cheap packet ramen noodles is not fine cuisine, but it sups and fills in a wholesome way, it stays seasonal without feeling impoverished, it is both a fulfilling and filling way to eat.

My cupboards lined with jars, the shelves burgeoning under their weight, amount to more than just food for the winter. They are a store of knowledge – like a library for my vegetables – they speak for the season behind me, another year measured in flavour and form. They are not only a reminder of what I have grown, they also satisfy a fundamental need to provide for myself in the leaner winter months.





There are well-versed statistics on how unsustainable our food production has become: 15 calories of energy are used for every one that is eaten; 20 per cent of global emissions are caused by processing, transport, packaging and retail of our food; waste of this food accounts for another 3 per cent, and land grabbing and deforestation for yet another 18 per cent. Put in this light, it’s not travelling to New York for a weekend that’s killing off our world, it’s eating out-of-season food shipped from everywhere but here. Therefore, a viable local food system, one that won’t account for almost half of our global emissions, needs commitment to seasonal eating – and this means preserving seasonal food for those months when we can’t, and frankly shouldn’t, have fresh aubergines or courgettes.

The potatoes in the cold store, the pumpkins resting in the hallway, the seeds saved for cooking, as well as growing, are all part of a vital cycle that makes it possible to live year round on what I grow. Yes, there are meals that are sparse on what many rely on as staples – that Mediterranean trio of tomatoes, aubergines and courgettes. True, by the end of the winter I long for buttery soft summer salads and sweet new potatoes, but I never feel deprived by my own or my garden’s limits. I would be lying if I said that I didn’t eat out-of-season food – that train sandwich, the fruit bowl at a conference. Sometimes it is good, but mostly it is a disappointment to my own precious food memories. I want to hold dear to an English summer strawberry wet from the rain, I do not need to fill its place with something too crisp and too bland (even if its colour and size are enticing).

As we rush forth our world is ever faster, yet more connected. I know I am not alone in wondering whether this is quite the hole I wish us to tumble down. I sometimes feel like I am clinging onto a root, shouting wildly down into this hole demanding whether anyone knows what skills we’ll be needing down there in the future.

I love the collective nature of online life, I love the fact that I can tap into any one of you to help find the answer, but I believe that we are losing perspective on which skills actually matter. There is a huge difference between learning from a book or online to learning from a practitioner. It’s a cliché, but so much of a skill can be lost in translation.

I still cannot bring myself to believe in a world where all the solutions to our mid-century traumas will come about through technological change. Call me a Luddite, but I am holding on tightly to my preserves and my good organic potatoes that store well because I believe that food is what will carry me through with grace and good economy – not how fast I can access my smartphone. So I am backing timeless knowledge that has been shared collectively, skills that have been truly used and most importantly practised and passed down. I am sorry if your grandparent is no longer around to teach you how to bottle, but please, before that cycle hits again, teach others what you learn.

While your grandparent would have been able to look over at your pot and say instantly, too thick, too thin, not enough acid, you need another ten minutes, I cannot stand there and shout ‘not that way.’ All I can do is guide you. You will make mistakes, things could explode, it might feel dangerous and downright dodgy. If so, please don’t eat it. I know it took time and energy, but this, I’m afraid, is the downside of missing a generation of skill-sharing.

Your altitude, the temperature of your kitchen, even the size of your measuring spoon may affect the recipe. If you can get to a class on preserving, or adopt a grandparent to ask what is the best way through the sticky mess, then do. Be sensible, act cautiously, make small batches and vary them often – no one wants to eat the same thing for months – stick to timings, watch carefully and I can guarantee you will come away with something good to eat.
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The history of preservation

It is said that early hunter-gatherers found the first dried fruits. This fruit would have dried in hot sands and winds. A sweet chewy fig or some dried berries, perfectly preserved by nature, must have seemed like a miraculous bounty. There is evidence from the Middle East that as early as 12,000 BC we had started to dry our own foods. The Romans positively loved dried fruit; there are numerous recipes, particularly for figs. The ease and simplicity of dried fruit makes it an obvious forerunner for our first forays into preservation.

It is lost in antiquity when fermenting arose, but it is most likely to have developed during the Bronze Age as a means to turn milk into yogurt and other sour drinks by the cattle farmers of the Indus Valley, now in Pakistan. There is a very whimsical story surrounding sauerkraut that a cabbage was discovered floating in the flotsam of the sea and it washed ashore as kraut (we do know that seawater was used in early fermentations). However, I think it is more likely that the Chinese invented a method for fermenting vegetables in rice wine around 3BC when the Great Wall of China was being built. It was said to have fed the army of builders and some accounts suggest Genghis Khan brought it to Europe. There are also accounts of Greek and Roman sauerkraut-like products fermented in wine and fruit juice. As unlikely as it may seem, one of the oldest continually cultivated vegetables is the cucumber. Originating from India, we know that it has been pickled for as long as it has been grown.

All of these methods of preservation arose for one reason – to feed us in leaner months. The early hunter-gatherers constantly had to be on the move so as not to overforage a particular area. Early preservation allowed us to stay put and sheltered or move further on to new territory if necessary; it offered up a degree of freedom.

We have learnt to salt, dry, ferment, sugar, boil and freeze our way to a better diet. Preserving food has allowed us to do all manner of things – conquer new countries (you cannot get very far on a long journey without some form of preserved food), go to war, create empires and dynasties, or climb into inhospitable areas and come back again to tell tales. We have built cultures and societies on a taste for certain foods. Wherever you go in the world, there is always some unique fermented product or a particular way of drying or salting. This aspect of cooking has allowed us to evolve from living by the laws of nature to dictating the rules. Without preservation, our history would look very different.

The commercialisation of preservation

The Industrial Revolution’s technological progress was more than just coal and steam; it brought forth new diets through methods of preservation. The use of sugar, heat and packaging meant that we were no longer beholden to the fluctuation of the harvest. For the first time in our food history, mass production was possible. The taste and nutritional value of pre-industrial food was dire; the high mortality rate in young children was partly due to inadequate and unhygienic food. Food was poorly prepared and often deliberately adulterated – for the consumer, eating could be a deadly experience. It was a vicious circle: the low nutritional value meant poor productivity at work, which meant less to eat.

All those 18th-century factories needed fuel, and one of the most far-reaching changes in our diet was the introduction of the South American genus, the potato. It spread from Spain, through to the Netherlands and fairly rapidly into Germany and Austria, making its mark throughout the rest of Europe. The potato can feed more people on less acreage than any grain; it thrives in damp cool climates and perhaps more importantly makes the cheapest spirit going, vodka. Although initially viewed with suspicion, once tasted, the potato rose in popularity to become one of the mainstays of the 18th-century diet.

At the same time, Germany provided the first cheap source of sugar. Until the 1800s, the only sweetener available was extraordinarily expensive tropical cane sugar, brought over by the Crusaders in the late Middle Ages, or the equally expensive honey. Although cane sugar production appears in Sicily and Madeira from the 15th century onwards, it remained a luxury for only the wealthiest. German beet sugar, however, was a different beast – easy to produce, cheap and widely available, it revolutionised preserving for the masses. For the first time you could take summer fruit and turn it into winter jam.

Potatoes, sugar, legislation against food adulteration (particularly for meat and flour), railway lines and steamships meant food could be distributed far and wide and with this you see a huge population boom. Our eating habits were changing rapidly, nations were being built on new foods and, for the first time in our history, Europe was pulling itself out of nature’s grip. Famines were slowly becoming a thing of the past.

By the 19th century, urban areas were rapidly increasing and this again brought about more change in the way we ate. Food needed to be transported to the people and with transport came marketing and storage. Food packaging, and the marketing around it, began to make a huge mark on what we ate.

Whereas in the past, we had relied on salt, vinegar, animal fat (or olive oil in the Mediterranean) and alcohol or honey to keep the bacteria at bay, now we had the pressurised steamer (the ancestor of the pressure cooker). Using this it was possible to sterilise large quantities of food and seal the contents so they could last, if not indefinitely, at least through several seasons.

By the second half of the 20th century, eating habits were to radically shift again with the introduction of refrigerated and frozen foods. Preserving food with ice was nothing new. Since antiquity, frozen winter ice was used to store food, cool drinks and keep meat safe. Cutting nature’s ice, block by block, was common right the way up to World War II. Root cellars and pantries were incredibly well designed and so efficient that early breakthroughs in artificial cooling were dismissed as expensive and unnecessary. Even my parents’ generation remembers the pantry ruling over the fridge for efficiency.

Once electricity became common, fridges began to dominate the kitchen, followed quickly by freezers, which in turn gave rise to the supermarket. It seemed we had solved the age-old problem of hunger and storage. We had conquered nature.


Nutrients, nutrition and nature

This huge technological shift in how we process food has of course brought many benefits, but also many losses. Refrigerated trains, planes and trucks have driven us further and further away from seasonal shifts. Much has already been written about this and I am assuming you are here because you have already swung to the seasonal side. I am not suggesting that we should throw out freezing or tin cans – they both have their uses – rather that we should pick the very finest methods of preservation that truly ennoble our food so that we can eat well out of season. Some of these techniques are ancient and some are relatively new, some your grandmother would have used, others are from different cultures, but all of them bring a certain kind of grace to the winter table.
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HEALTH AND SAFETY


About these recipes

There are elements of recipes in this book that must be stuck to. These bits I can claim no prize for; they are mostly timings, percentages, the precise bits that have been tested, codified, written down and passed on by several generations. These bits must remain the same: the ratio of salt or acid needed, the length of a rolling boil. They are here for your health. Mess around with them and you might just produce something that is truly deadly in the form of botulism. Bad bacteria move in quickly under the right conditions and thus it is paramount to keep your hands, utensils, jars and surfaces clean. This does not mean spraying the place from top to bottom with antibacterial products (you’ll kill off a lot of good bacteria that way) – just use hot water and maybe some soap, but mostly very hot water.

If you feel that a jar went wrong, that you missed a step or your instinct tells you something is not quite what you expected, throw it away. Signs that the contents are not right are broken seals, dried foodstuff around the lid (the contents have leaked), unnatural odours or cotton-like mould growth (white, blue, black or green) on the food surface or underside of the lid. Low-acid foods, in particular – bottled tomatoes that have gone wrong – may contain botulism. Botulism can be picked up through the skin, as well as through digestion, so don rubber gloves, bag up your offending jar and throw it away. It is not safe to go on the compost. (Other jars that have gone mouldy – pickles, chutneys and jam etc. – are perfectly safe to send through a bokashi or bio-digestor for compost, but may attract rats if you put them on a regular home compost.) Saying that, I’ve composted a lot of very wrong contents in my time and lived to tell the tale.

As long as you get your ratios right and stick to the cooking/waterbathing times, the rest is up to you. Feel free to add a little more chilli, a little less pepper and so on as you see fit. You own your kitchen, not me. Go forth and invent. What works for me may not work for you – that is the essence of good homecooking, it is adaptable. This is not cuisine; this is your garden and kitchen coming together to provide something every day of the year. And adapt you must, there should be no waste. Yesterday’s vegetable ends are tomorrow’s stock.
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The lowdown on botulism

Botulism has killed the home preserver before – rare, yes, but very possible. It has definitely made many people very sick. The most likely place to pick up botulism is from waterbathing vegetables and fruit that are too low in acid. The classic examples are tomatoes and green beans. Tomatoes vary wildly in acidity, with different varieties or growing conditions and storage methods affecting their levels, which is why modern recipes for waterbathing always call for the addition of acid, usually in the form of lemon juice or citric acid. (The latter is more appropriate as it is measured acid, unlike lemon juice which can also vary in acidity levels.) The issue with clostridium botulism is that although the bacteria are killed off by high temperatures (hence the waterbath), it is very hard to kill off their spores, which can withstand much higher temperatures than boiling water. It also happens to be able to thrive in anaerobic conditions inside the jar. Hence, although it may look dandy inside, the spores can still grow, producing a toxin that can cause botulism. Saying that, don’t let this put you off. Botulism spores are found on most fresh food surfaces, it’s only in the absence of air that they become dodgy. Follow these few simple steps and they will no longer pose a threat. Botulism spores are rendered useless and cannot survive in acid environments – that’s anything below 4.6pH. Therefore make sure you always add enough acid to low-acid foods higher than 4.6pH. If you want to process low-acid foods, you will need a pressure canner – but I am afraid this book is not the place to learn about that. The USDA National Centre for Home Preservation is a great site, with all the latest scientific knowledge behind such things, so I’d start there.
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In The Legendary Cuisine of Persia, Margaret Shaida writes that in Iran a ‘green-thumb’ is believed to be ‘the first necessity for making good pickles’. I take great heart in this belief because to me it makes sense. I can see that there is a strong affinity with good growing and good eating. And to put away good keepers for the winter requires a summer of studious growing.

Pests, diseases, a drought or floods, a little too much shade for sun-loving vegetables, a pumpkin that has rested too long on one side – all of these factors will affect the sum of the produce. Therefore, we must strive for the very best examples to go into store and enjoy the slightly dishevelled or marred ones on the day of picking – where with just a little judicious chopping they can be turned into something delicious.

If only growing the perfect vegetable could be captured in a chapter or explained in a few good paragraphs. Yet anyone who prides themselves on growing champion onions (to their table at least) or perfect peppers will tell you there is always a year that catches you out – there will always be a new pest or some crazed weather to vex you.

With every year I grow I have learnt that the best battle plan is not to go at gardening as if it is some objective science that can be broken down into factors or single threads, but to see it as a whole – a tapestry if you like – and to work on that picture.





ON SOIL

We are fed by our soil. Of course the plants and animals raised on it make for a better supper than a plate of dirt, but the truth is without good soil you have nothing to harvest. There are nuisances to a good harvest – disappointing varieties, rain, sun, heat and even who’s picking – but if the soil isn’t right in the first place the rest is just a dusting on the issue.

The route to the best soil is through compost. In short, the more organic matter you add the better your soil will become. It is that simple. Whether you have sandy soil, or poor urban rubble or clay, the remedy is always compost, preferably homemade. Good compost is magical stuff. In heavy soils, it binds to the clay allowing air and water to penetrate better. In sandy places, it bulks out the soil with organic matter, absorbing water and capturing nutrients. It does similar things to urban rubble. Most importantly, compost feeds the soil-food web – the little wriggly things you do not know the names of: the fleas, microbes, bacteria and fungi that make up the living architecture that is soil.

Worms and beetles, millipedes and nematodes all need food and at the very bottom of the chain is rotting organic matter. The more you make and add the better your soil will become. Manufactured fertilisers might seem like a convenient shortcut, but they are not the same thing as making your own. You could say it’s much like the difference between a multi-vitamin pill and a good meal. You’d hardly expect a child to grow on vitamin pills alone and you shouldn’t expect your soil to either. Many chemical fertilisers disrupt the soil-food web, microbes, bacteria and fungi become redundant and desert the soil, which is fine when the going is good, but not when things go wrong and you need them back. Pests, diseases, floods and drought are all warded off by healthy soil, which acts in defence of the plant.

Studies suggest that soils too rich in nitrogen can affect fruit quality and storage. Too much nitrogen can affect the plant’s metabolic rate (essentially it grows too fast) and this ages the fruit faster. Conversely, an abundance of potash (potassium) in the soil has a positive effect on storage. Comfrey, seaweed, green manures, animal manures and rock dust are all beneficial because they add potassium into the soil.
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ON COMPOST

Essentially what you are aiming for is healthy soil that produces unblemished, disease-free vegetables that are perfect for storing. One of the best ways of maintaining healthy soil is to mulch with well-made compost twice a year in spring and autumn. Not only will this feed the soil-food web, but it also helps ward off diseases such as potato scab due to the balance of beneficial bacteria and fungi present. Thankfully, all the skill in making compost is down to harnessing nature’s ability to rot stuff down. All you have to do is bring the right ingredients together in the first place.

Siting and building a compost bin

Firstly, you need somewhere to pile your ingredients up. This can be anywhere, but it makes sense that it is somewhere easy to access, but not in view. Compost piles are not the most aesthetically interesting focal points. Under a shady tree where little grows, behind the shed, tucked into a corner – just don’t use up good growing space or site it in full sun.

What your bin is made of is entirely up to you. Mine are made from old wooden pallet boards, however I also own a worm bin and bokashi bins – both of which are ideal for smaller spaces – and a biodigestor. I take this subject very seriously.

Wooden bins like mine, made from old pallet boards, are easy to construct and free to make. If you have enough space, position several bins together in a row so that you can easily turn one bin into the next, which allows you to make more compost, quicker. Three bins is a perfect number. When constructing your bins, make sure you have easy access at the front to make turning and unloading your bins easy. How you strap your pallets together depends on your carpentry skills. I tend to use stakes rammed into the ground to keep the sides upright and sturdy.

Covering your bin

A cover is essential, especially on semi-rotting compost, to trap in heat. If you have any old carpet or rugs handy these make ideal covers because they allow rain to penetrate the compost (moisture is key) and offer good insulation to speed things up. To some extent, a cover will also keep out weed seeds that are floating around in the air. No one needs extra weed seeds!

Collecting rainwater

Compost can dry out quickly and if you allow this to happen you will end up destroying all the beneficial bacteria that are doing the hard work turning your waste into something good. I tend to keep a few buckets around my compost bins to collect rainwater (rainwater merely because it’s free and easy to collect, but there’s no harm in tap water). Drenching your compost with water also deters rats and mice that will happily move into your compost pile if it’s nice and dry. A dry pile is like an invitation to a better life – free food, warmth and a perfect nesting place. A regular dousing of cold water is your reminder of who’s in charge of the pile!

Tumbler bins

These are invaluable in small urban gardens, especially if you want to speed up the process of making compost. The idea here is that they allow you to regularly turn the compost, by spinning the bin. This method has many benefits – your compost is made super quick and it is vermin proof. The bin can be quite expensive and some people find they are difficult to spin once filled, but they work well for small quantities. For best results, it’s worth having two bins to avoid adding new material to mostly rotted compost.

The ingredients

Everything, or at least everything that is natural, can be turned into compost. However, you might want to steer away from cooked food, dairy, pet poo (unless your pets are vegetarian), meat and fish – that is, unless you own a bokashi bin or biodigestor. These ingredients will all attract rats and mice, who happily move in for free meals. Pet poo can also contain toxins which are bad for your health.

Everything else goes in – old cotton, wool or silk clothes, newspaper (scrunched up first), weeds, prunings, tea bags, vacuum bag waste, hair, toilet roll holders, vegetable peelings, grass clippings, cardboard, juice that’s gone off in the fridge, pasta water, coffee grounds, shredded bills (no one is going to go through your compost for details of your bank account!), pet bedding and any packaging that is biodegradable.

There is lots written about how you have to layer up your compost – with a layer of brown and then green, and that certain patterns favour good compost – but in truth, this is all about speed. You can dump stuff in any which way you want, it just might take an awfully long time to get to compost.

To make compost fast you need a ratio of two-thirds carbon source – that is, newspaper, cardboard, old leaves, brown stems, prunings – to one-third nitrogen (greens, waste peelings, fresh weeds, grass clippings, etc). This golden ratio allows the bacteria to flourish. If you want your compost quick, and you do, try to make the layers no more than 15–20cm deep using different ingredients for each layer – that way, the bacteria will have a party.

Aerating your compost

Oxygen is an important part of the process, particularly if you want the bacteria to flourish, and one way of getting more oxygen into the compost is to turn it regularly. This is where having extra bins comes in; once the first one fills up, you can turn it into the next bin. How often you do this is partly determined by how quickly the bin fills up and how much you like turning compost. I hear that Prince Charles’s bins get turned once a week; I turn mine once every three months or so.
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Bokashi bins and biodigestors

If you want to compost meat, fish, dairy and cooked foods, I’ve found the best way is either to use a bokashi bin (can be used in conjunction with a worm bin) or a biodigestor (sold in the UK as a Green Cone). These systems use special bran that is inoculated with bacteria to quickly break down the cooked food into compost. Often, particularly with the bokashi bin, the food doesn’t look decomposed one bit, but the bacteria has done its magic inside the waste. Essentially it is zombified and once dug into the ground or added to a worm bin it rapidly breaks down into organic matter. Supposedly you add the bokashi bin contents to your compost, but you’ll need to bury it because if you leave it on top you will get an explosion of flies. I often bury my bokashi bin contents into the ground (see picture). I find this is particularly good for bean trenches or enriching pockets of poor soil.

The biodigestor is an in-ground composter that is moved every five years. The waste is added to the cone and it rots away into the ground, so there is nothing to harvest. The great thing about a biodigestor is it can also take cat and dog poo. However, it is very important that you do not put anything with a carbon content, such as pet bedding or paper in as this will slow decomposition, allowing different bacteria to move which can make the process unsafe. I keep my biodigestor next to my apple trees, which thrive off all the good organic matter leaching into the soil. The worms also go bonkers for it.
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Dealing with pernicious weeds

It is never a good idea to add pernicious weeds, such as bindweed, dock roots, couch grass and the like, directly into your compost. Unless your compost is very hot (around 50–60 ºC), those beastly weeds will not be killed off (they are well adapted to not rotting down quickly) and when you spread out your compost, you will spread out all those weeds. Weeding them out the first time is a bore, a second time and you may lose the plot.

For small quantities of pernicious weeds, I tend to rot them down first in my buckets of water before adding them to the pile. Once there are no visible roots remaining, and the mixture has turned into a strong smelling weed soup, I simply throw the contents on top of the compost. All the good nutrients the weeds have been robbing from the garden are returned into the compost and the rats get a smelly wake-up call!

For larger quantities of pernicious weeds or truly infested clumps of soil, it’s a good idea to double-bag them in waste bags and leave them to rot down fully before adding them to your compost; this can take up to three years so hide them somewhere out of sight and direct sunlight which will degrade the plastic bags. Once all sign of green life is gone, simply add them back into your compost heap – preferably in stages because the end product can be quite acidic and heavy.

The results

The results of your composting should smell good, clean, wholesome and earthy. A strong smell suggests your compost needs longer in the bin; the most likely cause is it is too wet, so add more cardboard, straw or newspaper and turn it regularly to aerate it. If you add in more layers of cardboard each time you turn, it will quickly turn into something good.

The finished product should feel damp and have the look of rich dark chocolate. How broken down the matter becomes is



Spreading your compost



Refilling your compost bin and covering it for winter










ON SOWING












Best keepers




Apples


Artichokes (globe)


Artichokes (Jerusalem)


Aubergines


Beans







Broccoli




Brussels Sprouts



Cabbages


Carrots


Cauliflowers


Celeriac


Chard


Celery








Chillies




Corn salad


Courgettes



Cress


Cucumbers


Fennel


Garlic



Kale




Kohl Rabi


Leeks


Lettuces












Mustards


Onions



Parsley


Parsnips


Pears


Peas


Plums


Potatoes



Radicchio


Radishes


Rhubarb


Salsify and Scorzonera


Spinach


Squashes


Strawberries


Swede


Sweetcorn


Tomatillos



Tomatoes


Turnips












ON HARVESTING







Harvesting notes





















































ON GLUTS
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