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				O greatly fortunate farmers, if only they knew
How lucky they are! Far from the battlefield,
Earth brings forth from herself in ample justice
The simple means of life, simply enjoyed.

				—VIRGIL’S “SECOND GEORGIC,”
TRANSLATED BY DAVID FERRY
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		THIS IS A BOOK ABOUT PRESERVING and home canning—or “putting up,” as one might say where I’m from—and it will cover jam, jelly, marmalade and other sweet preserves; pickles and briny things; canned tomatoes; liqueurs; candies; and the complement of condiments that includes relishes, sauces, and salsas.

		Why bother preserving? So that you can eat your efforts later, of course, and give them to other people to eat, too.

		I do it to save the season.

		Putting up used to be how plenty prepared for want. Foodstuffs were processed in a season of abundance—when the wild blackberries came in, when hogs were slaughtered at the first cold snap—and brought out to eat in some later time of scarcity.

		Today we don’t suffer the winter hunger known for most of human history, because the grocery store is always stocked. Not that long ago, though, it was the agricultural cycle—nature—that determined what was on the table, and lusty eaters had to anticipate the harvest of each month, when gardens, orchards, fields, woods, rivers, oceans, and skies delivered a copious annual bounty of a particular thing at a particular time. We’ve forgotten today to wait for seasonal delicacies, and as a punishment the grocery store has become a year-round warehouse of indifferent fruit and vegetable staples, some of which are absurdly imported from the ends of the earth.

		Just a generation ago—that is to say, when I was little—strawberries were a cause for celebration in the spring. My mother and I made annual trips to a pick-your-own farm, where we were always amazed by how good the strawberries were and by how quickly we could pick more than we could eat. In August we visited my West grandparents, Gran and Papa, and when we returned to South Carolina from their farm in Blount County, Tennessee, my mother’s baby-blue VW Bug would be loaded literally to the roof with bags of corn, buckets of okra and squash, watermelons, and flats of Papa’s homegrown tomatoes.

		“There’s only two things that money can’t buy,” Papa would say. “That’s true, true love and homegrown tomatoes.”

		When Gran put them up in quart Mason jars, Papa’s tomatoes were as good in January as they had been in August.

		That’s what I mean by saving the season.
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		INTRODUCTION

		
			It’s not without reason that we’ve learned to watch
The rising and the setting of the stars,
Marking the equal seasons as they change.

			
				
				—VIRGIL’S “FIRST GEORGIC”
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		I wrote Saving the Season while living in the Hollywood Hills, in a house that I called Greenvalley, near the top of a shaded canyon. Greenvalley appears in the corners of my photographs and between the lines of my stories because it was the house where I first made jam, the home where my canning hobby became an obsession, and the kitchen I returned to after shopping at farmers’ markets and visiting farmers in California and around the country. Because Greenvalley was the center of my life for seven years, it was naturally the center of my canning life as well. I can’t write about preserving without also writing about Greenvalley, the place where those preserves were made and where they were eaten, often in lively company.

		My book is called Saving the Season because I found myself frustrated that the foods I most loved eating—asparagus, apricots, raspberries, mulberries, peaches, tomatoes, quince, Seville oranges—would appear at the local farmers’ markets in profusion one week, only to disappear quicker than I would have wished the next. Nature’s bounty is abundant but fleeting. I wanted to save the season, and preserving is my way to do it.

		I find it odd when people insist that there are no seasons where I live in Southern California. It’s not true: we have six. The principal annual division is between the wet season—roughly Halloween to Easter, when it feasibly could rain—and an extended drought throughout the rest of the year. Specialists call this two-season weather pattern a Mediterranean climate, and it puzzled me, a Southerner, when I first moved to California in 2004. The wild canyons around Greenvalley spring to life, curiously, in fall, after the first rain. Winter is the lush season, summer the dormant phase.

		Overlaying this cycle are the four seasons you learned about in elementary school. The shift between spring, summer, fall, and winter is less dramatic here than elsewhere, but it is distinct nonetheless, especially at the well-supplied farmers’ markets around the city. In March, Bill and Barbara Spencer of Windrose Farm in Paso Robles bring baskets of newly sprouted greens and buckets of flowering apple branches to the Santa Monica Farmers Market. James Birch of Flora Bella Farm arrives with wild nettles harvested from the Sierra foothills. Asparagus, pea tendrils, radishes, tiny carrots, and strawberries soon follow; then, one bright day in April, the temperature will briefly hit eighty degrees and all vegetative life seems to leap up. Everything is sweet: the smell of flowers, the taste of new food, the douceur of sunshine, and the pangs of our inescapable animal desires to feed and mingle. Spring!

		Summer in Los Angeles is briefly delayed by the annual fogs known as June Gloom. After July 4, the days turn hot, as they do everywhere. Squash, stone fruit, tomatoes, melons, and corn pile up at the market.

		Fall’s first damp night comes as a relief after months of unbroken sunshine, and I’m always excited to see apples, grapes, persimmons, and quince back in the markets, even if they mean that the agricultural year is winding down.

		At last, winter returns, and even in Southern California there’s much less produce coming from the farms—only a fraction of the sheer edible biomass seen a few months earlier. There will still be a few leeks, some chard, cauliflower, and late apples. But, unlike most other states, California also has a winter treasury maturing in its citrus groves. Peak marmalade season is February.

		There are still other, less formal ways to mark the year’s progress. I look forward to wildflower season and ski season. Some live for beach season. I dread fire season, when the parched Santa Ana winds crackle through the canyons with the danger of conflagration. The seasons are astronomical facts, but they are also states of mind, perhaps even phases of being.

		Only the unobservant would claim that a place has no seasons, would fail to notice that nature and agriculture respond to the grand tilting of the planets in the cosmos—and that, even as busy urban people, we exist in an eternal natural world.

		
			[image: ]
		

		I’M NOT A FARMER or even an urban homesteader. A few pots of herbs grow on my deck, and there’s an ugly orange tree in the front yard that I can’t bring myself to chop down. But that’s it. I’m an urban person who has worked in publishing for the past seventeen years. I don’t have the time to tend a garden, or enough sunshine in my shady backyard, or, for that matter, even the inclination to commit myself to a garden’s ceaseless upkeep. Instead, I buy my food, including all of the produce used to develop the recipes in this book.

		I’m lucky, then, to be able to buy some of the best fruits and vegetables in the country. Every Wednesday that I’m in town, I shop at the Santa Monica Farmers Market, one of the finest anywhere. Sunday morning will find me at Hollywood Farmers’ Market or the smaller local market in Studio City, and I’m inevitably inspired, even compelled, by the beautiful produce sold there by conscientious farmers dedicated to sustainable ideals. I consider the farmers my irreplaceable collaborators.
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		Bill and Barbara Spencer

		Bill and Barbara Spencer, in particular, have been constant guides as I’ve come to learn the real meaning of seasonality and the value of heirloom fruits and vegetables. I often say that 50 percent of successful cooking (or successful canning) is in the ingredients, and if I have one secret that will help you become a happy and productive canner, it is to shop at your local farmers’ markets and farmstands. Buy whatever just came in from the farm—then let my recipes show you how to put it up. If you have a backyard garden or orchard, all the better, but it’s not a prerequisite to using this book.
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		WHY I WROTE THIS BOOK

		I’ve been rattling pots and pans since I was a teenager, and later on you’ll read about a few of my early cooking disasters. Eventually, I learned something by hanging out with people who really knew how to cook, by studying cookbooks, and just by logging hours at the stove. By the time I moved to Los Angeles in 2004, I had become a fairly accomplished kitchen-hand. If nothing else, I was dauntless. I’d throw a dinner party for eight friends at the spur of the moment, and I thought nothing of having twenty people over on a Saturday night. With a few big annual feasts—posole at Christmas, navarin d’agneau at Easter—I’d cook for a large crowd, and when my neighbors Byron and Danielle decided to get married at home, I gave the reception dinner at Greenvalley. We moved out all the furniture, set up tables for fifty inside and out, and I cooked pizzas for everyone, followed by a sit-down dinner of roast leg of lamb. I was accustomed to buying in large quantities.

		So, when, in April 2008, I impulsively bought an entire flat of strawberries at the Santa Monica Farmers Market, it wasn’t out of character—or entirely insane. In the moment, I had a vague idea about inviting folks over for strawberry shortcake, but as I walked back to my car, I realized that, even with help from friends, I’d never be able to use an entire flat of strawberries before they went bad. It suddenly occurred to me that I had never made jam. I thought about Gran’s strawberry jam and decided I should make some.

		The experience was more frustrating than I could have imagined, in part because I didn’t know the concept of what I was trying to do. Gran was already gone by then, and I didn’t know anyone who made jam apart from some elderly relatives back in Tennessee. I didn’t know whom to talk to. I found a few recipes, but nothing that gave me the sort of big-frame introduction I wanted. After a career as a reporter and magazine writer, I craved some kind of wordy introduction to the subject—some backstory, perhaps even some technical grounding in the science and history of canning. I couldn’t find it. Instead, I got curt instructions to shovel sugar over fruit with packets of store-bought pectin. The results were gross. I decided to figure out jam on my own, and from there moved on to pickles and jelly and marmalade and fruit candies and liqueurs and pressure canning and everything else you’ll find in the pages ahead.
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		WHAT THIS BOOK IS

		Saving the Season is a guide to mastering the art of home canning, and it encompasses the cuisine and culture of food preservation.

		The 220 recipes in 
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				THE MAGIC MOUNTAIN BY THOMAS MANN [1875–1955], TRANSLATION BY JOHN E. WOODS

			At this late stage in the novel, the central character, a young man named Hans Castorp, has spent years at a sanatorium high in the Swiss Alps. Here he’s talking with fellow patient Leo Naphta about big things—mortality and the decay of the body after death, the alchemist’s quest, and so on—when the word “hermetic” leaps from the morbid conversation and brings back memories of the sealed canning jars in Castorp’s childhood home. He says to Naphta:

			“Hermetic”—I’ve always liked that word. It’s a magic word with vague, vast associations. Forgive me, but I can’t help thinking about our old canning jars, the ones our housekeeper in Hamburg … has standing in rows on shelves in her pantry: hermetically sealed jars, with fruit and meat and all sorts of other things inside. There they stand, for months, for years, but when you need one and open it up, what’s inside is fresh and intact, neither years nor months have had any effect, you can eat it just as it is.

		

		THE FOUR SEASONS
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				MOBY-DICK BY HERMAN MELVILLE [1819–91]

			
				Ishmael, our narrator, arrives on Nantucket and joins the crew of a whale ship, the Pequod. In the days before its departure, Ishmael watches the preparations, overseen by Captain Bildad, to equip the vessel for its three-year voyage “upon the wide ocean, far from all grocers.” Pickles were among the essential supplies.
			

			
				Chief among those who did this fetching and carrying was Captain Bildad’s sister, a lean old lady of a most determined and indefatigable spirit, but withal very kindhearted, who seemed resolved that, if she could help it, nothing should be found wanting in the Pequod, after once fairly getting to sea. At one time she would come on board with a jar of pickles for the steward’s pantry; another time with a bunch of quills for the chief mate’s desk, where he kept his log; a third time with a roll of flannel for the small of some one’s rheumatic back. Never did any woman better deserve her name, which was Charity—Aunt Charity, as everybody called her.
			

		

		GETTING STARTED
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				WHY HOME CANNING WORKS
			

			
				Like a detective out of a 1940s radio drama, veteran food scientist Dr. Art Teixeira knows what he knows and will tell it to you straight. So I asked him a simple but important question: Why does canning work?
			

			“Your question touches on two sides of what we call food science and food processing,” boomed Art’s tough-guy voice through the speakerphone. “There is food microbiology and food chemistry, and then there’s food processing and food engineering, OK? And you need to know a lot about all of those, because so much comes into play. Let me give you an introduction.”

			
		
				Art began by explaining that there are a host of food-spoilage mechanisms. Microbial activity, which includes the growth of bacteria, yeast, and molds, progresses the fastest and is the easiest to understand: we know that bacteria will cause meat to rot if it is left on the counter for a few days, and we’ve seen fuzzy mold spread across overripe peaches. Enzyme activity progresses more slowly but also leads to decomposition: a fruit enzyme called pectinesterase attacks the natural pectin in the fruit’s cell walls, causing it to collapse in on itself. (See more on pectin.) Chemical reactions include those that occur in the presence of oxygen to cause rancidity—“Oxygen is a badass,” says Art—and other reactions that are activated by light. Mechanical damage could include breaking, crushing, or insect infestation.
			

			
				
				To prevent spoilage, you determine the hierarchy of need—in other words, which spoilage mechanism is the most urgent—and address each threat with the corrective preserving agent. Microbes are killed by heat, so many food-preservation techniques involve thermal processing, which also deactivates enzymes. A hermetically sealed container protects its contents from oxygen (and sometimes light), as well as shielding it from many forms of mechanical damage, including bugs. Acidity kills bacteria, including Clostridium botulinum, which causes botulism. And, finally, all the microbes are defeated by lowering water activity. I’ll let Art explain that one.
			

			“Like all living organisms, microbes need liberal amounts of free water that they can assimilate,” he said. “When you increase the concentration of an aqueous substance with a lot of salt or a lot of sugar, you create a microenvironment in which you decrease the activity of water. The water is still there, but it’s being bound up into the sugar matrix and is no longer available to support microbial activity. See, most chemical and biochemical reactions cannot take place unless there is plenty of water around. That’s why we call it water activity. If you lower the water activity in a foodstuff by increasing its concentration of soluble solids, like sugars and salts, there’s a point where it’s so low it won’t support microbial activity. Or you can achieve a low water activity by simply removing moisture—by drying. Again, you’re preserving the foodstuff by depriving the micro-organisms of free water.”

			Often more than one preserving agent is at play. When Papa made country ham, he salted it heavily (lowering water activity), smoked it (thermal processing), and hung it to dry (further reducing water activity). When we make marmalade at home, we start with citrus (which has natural acidity), then add sugar and concentrate it by boiling (lowering water activity). Next we ladle the hot product into a Mason jar (hermetically sealed container) and process it in a boiling-water bath (thermal processing).

			
		Of all the spoilage mechanisms, microbial activity is the gravest concern, because bacteria are potentially lethal.

			
				“With respect to public health and food safety, the creature that we worry about the most is Clostridium botulinum,” said Art. “It kills you. And a sealed can or jar is the ideal environment for the growth of botulism.”
			

			But the point Art drove home was that canning is safe because we understand the spoilage mechanisms and have the means to overcome them. Bacteria will not grow in high-acid foods, including pickles and most fruit preserves. Low-acid foods such as vegetables, fish, and meat are canned under pressure to achieve higher temperatures that destroy microbes, even the most insidious bacteria.

			“People have been eating canned food for almost two hundred years,” said Art. “On the order of trillions of cans of canned food have been made, sold, and consumed around the world, and you rarely ever, ever, ever hear of a case of botulism. Am I right?”
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				BOTULISM

			
				Botulism is a food-borne illness caused by the anaerobic bacteria Clostridium botulinum. The bacteria’s spores, which are ubiquitous in the natural world and hardy enough to survive boiling water, reproduce in low-salt, low-acid, low-oxygen environments—such as a sealed jar of fish or vegetables. C. botulinum produces a toxin that attacks the nerves and causes a creeping paralysis that begins in the face and spreads to the limbs and vital organs. Without immediate medical care, botulism can kill.
			

			
				Botulism is rare, however. According to the Centers for Disease Control, an average of 145 cases are reported annually in the United States. Sixty-five percent of all cases are so-called infant botulism, caused when a newborn consumes spores that then flourish in the intestines. An additional 20 percent of cases occur when botulism spores enter the body through a wound. Only 15 percent of all botulism cases are food-borne. The CDC found that, between 1990 and 2000, 160 food-borne botulism “events” affected 263 people in the United States, an annual incidence of .01 per hundred thousand. (For comparison, the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2011 Statistical Abstract puts the 2008 U.S. homicide rate, the most recent available at this writing, at 5.4 per hundred thousand.) Home-canned food was cited as the leading cause of food-borne botulism in the study, and the overall case-fatality rate was 5 percent. Canned fish and garlic stored in oil were the leading culprits.
			

			Botulism is a low-incidence/high-consequence risk, which places it with other such risks, including plane crashes and shark attacks, that occupy a near-mythic status in the public imagination and cause widespread fear despite their infrequent occurrence.

			
				
				PREVENTION: Low-acid foods such as meats, fish, vegetables, dairy, and eggs must be processed in a pressure canner at a specified pressure and for a specified time to avoid risk. Because the bacterial growth responsible for botulism is inhibited by an acidic environment, high-acid food, including most fruit preserves and all pickles, can be safely canned using the boiling-water process.
			

		

		ESSENTIAL EQUIPMENT
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		USEFUL EQUIPMENT
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		CANNING BASICS
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			PREPPING JARS: Wash your jars and lids in hot, soapy water and rinse them well. It is not necessary to sterilize the jars, since the boiling-water bath will pasteurize the sealed jars along with their contents.
		

		
		
		
			
			HEADSPACE: A jar is not filled to the rim. A certain amount of room is left, to allow its contents to expand during the boiling-water bath. This is called the headspace, and the recipe will specify how much to leave. Measure the headspace with a ruler—at least until you learn to judge the difference between a quarter-inch, a half-inch, etc.
		

		
		
			
			SEALING: After filling the jar, run a skewer or other thin implement around the inside edge of the jar to release bubbles or air pockets. Wipe the rim clean with a damp paper towel, settle the flat lid in place, and screw on the ring. Do not overtighten the ring. Here is your reminder not to crank the lid too strongly: after you feel the first resistance, stick out your pinkie finger as if you were drinking tea with the queen. Now, using your thumb and three fingers, gently close the ring a bit more until it is fingertip-tight. Your extended pinkie prevents you from gaining too much leverage and overtightening.
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			PROCESSING: Canning is the technique of pasteurizing sealed jars in boiling water, thus rendering the product shelf-stable for long-term storage. Throughout this book, I’ll refer to canning as “processing in a boiling-water bath” or simply “processing.”
		

		
		
		
		
		
		
			
			ALTITUDE ADJUSTMENTS: The boiling point of water decreases as altitude increases. At sea level, the temperature of a boiling-water bath is 212 degrees Fahrenheit. In the mile-high cities of Denver and Albuquerque, it is about 203 degrees. The lower temperature will require longer processing times. Google the altitude of your city or town, or use a smartphone app such as My Altitude to determine your elevation.
		

		
		
			
			VENTING: The pressure change caused by removing a jar from the water bath may make it vent if it contains a lot of liquid, such as fruits in syrup. To reduce venting, some recipes will ask you to turn off the heat but leave the jars in the water to stabilize for five minutes before removing.
		

		
			
			YIELDS: At the top of each recipe, I give the likely yield—how many jars the batch size will produce—but your yield may differ, depending on the size and freshness of your fruit or vegetables, how you cut them, variations in cooking time, and so on. Think of the yield as a guideline for how many jars you should wash and prep. Since I always find some variation, even when working with my own recipes, I will prep an extra, smaller jar—just in case. (For example, when canning quarts of peaches, I’ll also prep an extra pint jar.) Do not can a half-full jar of something. With that much headspace, the preserve won’t keep properly. You should instead store a half-full jar in the refrigerator and use it first. If I wind up with extra bits of jam or pickles, I’ll often put them in whatever small container is handy—a mug, a bowl, a small glass—and plan to eat them in the next day or so.
		

		
			
			CHECKING THE SEAL: The next morning, verify that the jars have properly sealed. Remove the ring, and press on the center of the lid. If the lid moves, or if the “button” in the center flexes, the seal has failed to set. The product inside is still safe to eat at this point, but it is not suitable for shelf storage. Put it in the refrigerator and use it first.
		

		
		
			
			STORING THE JARS: Before storing, wipe the jars with a damp cloth and then dry them with a towel until, in the words of one old canning book I have, they “shine like Sunday glasses.” Store the jars without their rings in a cool, dark place, such as a basement or cupboard. Most jams and pickles will keep for a year. Some delicate or low-sugar jams are best if eaten within six months. Marmalades and fruits in alcohol will keep two years or longer, mellowing with time. Opened jars should be kept in the refrigerator and consumed within a week (for fruits in syrup) to a few months (marmalade, relish, and pickles). I try to finish a jar of jam within two weeks, which is why I put it up in small jars.
		

		
		
			
			THE OPEN-KETTLE TECHNIQUE: Whenever I give a canning demonstration, I can count on hearing from an older audience member, perhaps a European, who says that her grandmother never bothered with a boiling-water bath and canned her whole life without killing anyone.
		

		
		
		
		
		
		JAM BASICS
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			FRUIT: Always use first-quality, firm, just-ripe fruit—organic if possible, and, ideally, bought from a farmers’ market or farmstand. Freshness is key; a preserving pan should never be considered a catchall bin for overripe, bruised, or damaged fruit. Jam can be only as good as the ingredients that go into it, so use the pick of the harvest.
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			SWEETNESS: Sugar is an ingredient that can be measured, whereas sweetness is subjective.
		

		
		
		
		
			
			ACID: To balance flavor and lower pH for a better gel set, many jam recipes call for lemon juice. I use freshly squeezed juice and will specify the quantity in the ingredients list rather than say “the juice of 1 lemon,” since I’ve found that yields from two apparently similar lemons can vary by as much as 100 percent.
		

		
		
		
			
			PECTIN: Pectin is a complex carbohydrate that occurs naturally in all fruits. Different fruits have varying amounts of pectin—citrus and apples, for instance, are pectin-rich, whereas strawberries, blackberries, and pears have less—but in all cases, pectin levels peak immediately before ripeness.
		

		
		
		
		
		
		
			
			QUANTITIES: Jam is made more easily, more cheaply, and more pleasurably in small batches. One of the chief misconceptions many people have about preserving is that it has to be done in huge quantities. Avoid that mistake by resisting the temptation to double or triple recipes, especially if you are inexperienced. My key advice for making jam is to work with small quantities. Better to make two small batches than one double batch. Besides, how much strawberry jam does anyone really need?
		

		
		
			
			THE PRESERVING PAN: A preserving pan is whatever you use to make sweet preserves. The ideal preserving pan is wide and shallow to maximize the ratio of surface area to volume and therefore encourage evaporation during cooking. A specialized preserving pan is not necessary, however. Any sort of large, heavy nonreactive pot will work, providing that it is wide enough to hold the initial fruit-sugar mixture at a shallow depth—an inch or two at the most. When I first started making jam, my preserving pan was an enameled pot. But I’ve also used all manner of stockpots, pasta pots, saucepans, and even skillets. The preserving pan must be scrupulously clean, so if you’ve previously used it to cook strongly flavored dishes such as stews or pasta sauces, boil water in it for five minutes and then scour it thoroughly with a soapy scrubber before making jam in it.
		

		 

		
			
				
				COPPER PRESERVING PANS

			
		
				In developing and testing the recipes in this book, I used a ten-and-a-half-quart copper preserving pan from Mauviel that is fourteen inches wide by five inches deep. A specialized tool, it is beautiful to look at and a pleasure to handle, but it was also painfully expensive, and buying it ran counter to my policy against any kitchen apparatus designated for a single use. I do not recommend that you rush out to buy a French copper preserving pan before making your first batch of jam. I justify owning it by remembering that I made sweet preserves several times a week—and sometimes several times a day—during the time when I was developing this book.
			

			If you do decide to get a copper preserving pan, be aware that it’s the linen shirt of the kitchen, beautiful when pristine but impossible to keep that way. Embrace the dings, scratches, and tarnish that inevitably come with use, and be ready for the required upkeep. Copper oxidizes quickly, reacting with both air and water, and I gave up on trying to keep the exterior as bright as a new penny. When the interior gets dull between uses, a sign of oxidation, I clean it with a paste of lemon juice and salt. Fruit’s natural acidity will keep the inside of your preserving pan shiny with frequent use.

			
				I am occasionally asked if I worry about copper toxicity. The question arises because, in sufficient doses, copper is poisonous, and there is legitimate concern about using unlined copper pots to cook acidic foods, which can erode the metal and potentially lead to copper toxicity. Most modern copper pots are lined, often with stainless steel. However, unlined copper bowls are used for whipping egg whites, and copper candy kettles and preserving pans are also unlined. I had heard that the sugar in preserves somehow prevented the fruit acid from reacting with the copper, but I couldn’t pin down an explanation until Harold McGee, author of On Food and Cooking, fielded my question. He wrote in an e‑mail:
			

			Copper pans are fine in confectionery and preserves due to the presence of glucose and fructose, either directly from the fruits or from partial breakdown of sucrose during the cooking. Glucose and fructose are “reducing sugars,” meaning that they inhibit oxidation (reduction is the opposite of oxidation). And for copper to be dissolved from the solid metal surface, its atoms have to be oxidized to form positively charged copper ions. The reducing sugars inhibit this from happening, so the metal surface releases relatively little copper into the liquid phase.

			Lab testing bears out McGee’s explanation. One year, I sent a sample of Classic Apricot Jam made in a copper preserving pan to the National Food Lab in Livermore, California, to check for copper. The results returned by the lab were that one tablespoon of jam had 2 percent of the daily value for copper. The USDA-recommended daily intake of copper for healthy adults is .9 milligram, and the maximum tolerable intake has been established at ten milligrams a day. In other words, 2 percent of the daily value for copper, consumed in a serving of jam, would not seem cause for concern, especially given the amount of jam anyone would normally eat.

			McGee did note, however, that since citrus fruit is relatively low in sugar and high in acid, cooking citrus without sugar in a preserving pan, as in the first step for making marmalade, could dissolve “significantly more” copper.

			A note on caring for a copper preserving pan: a scouring pad will leave behind permanent micro-abrasions. To clean the pan after use, fill it with hot water—I often will use the water from the boiling-water bath after processing my jars—and allow it to soak for a few minutes. The cooked-on sugary residue will dissolve, or at least soften enough that you can wipe it away with a sponge.

			Copper is also relatively soft, and knocking a copper preserving pan against a hard surface will leave dents. Take care not to bang it on a tile countertop or against the edge of a sink.

		

		
		
			
			HEAT: With a few exceptions that are noted in specific recipes, jam should be cooked as quickly as possible. Use your stove’s strongest element at full blast. On my standard household gas range, I make jam on the extra-large “quick-boil” eye. In general, the small batch sizes in the “Spring” section should reduce within about ten minutes, although cooking times could be twice as long on a different stove.
		

		
		
		
		
			
			STIRRING: Stirring prevents scorching and also helps break down the fruit. If you want to keep the fruit whole, as in Strawberry Preserves, shake the pan instead of stirring. If you want a fine consistency, as in Fancy Strawberry Jam with Pinot Noir, stir energetically throughout cooking. Stirring with a whisk, even for thirty seconds at the very end of cooking, will produce a smoother consistency than with a spoon.
		

		
			
			SKIMMING: When the fruit-sugar mixture first reaches a full rolling boil, which is to say a boil that cannot be stirred down, it will foam up, especially if any honey has been used. Keep stirring, and the foam will subside for the most part. Toward the end of cooking, just before jarring the hot jam, if a layer of dense scum persists, skim it and discard.
		

		
			
			THE GEL SET: Jam goes through four stages in the preserving pan: raw, cooked, reduced, and gel set. At the gel set, the hot jam is thick, glossy, and ready to be jarred. A candy thermometer provides the technical measure of doneness: 8 degrees Fahrenheit above the boiling point of water. (At sea level, water boils at 212 degrees.) The traditional subjective test for a gel set is known as the cold-saucer test. Drop a teaspoon of hot jam on a chilled plate and place it in the freezer for one minute. If the surface forms a light skin that wrinkles when you push your finger through it, you have a gel set. (See Cherry Preserves with Red Currants and Cherry Preserves Made with Powdered Pectin for more detailed explanations.)
		

		
			
			JARS: Jam should be put up in half-pint or pint jars; whether wide-mouth or standard is a matter of personal preference. Both half-pints and pints get the same processing time. Quart jars are not recommended for jam, and I find four-ounce jars too small to bother with.
		

		
			
			STORAGE: Like all preserves, jam should be stored in a cool, dark place such as a cupboard or a basement. Jam may darken somewhat with age, but it doesn’t affect the taste. Keep opened jars in the refrigerator. Low-sugar jams will be more prone to mold after opening.
		

		PICKLE BASICS
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			RECIPES: Follow recipes exactly, and do not modify the ratio of vegetables, water, and vinegar, which is the essential preservative. It is fine to scale up recipes to suit your quantities.
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			VINEGAR: Always use commercial vinegar, which has a controlled acidity level. Check the label and select vinegar that is marked for 5 percent acidity or higher—most are. Neither homemade vinegars, which have unreliable acidity, nor weaker vinegars are safe substitutes.
		

		
		
		
		
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
			
			SALT: Throughout the book, I call for kosher salt in my recipes, because I find it easier to measure and quicker to dissolve. Please note that the size and shape of salt particles can make a substantial difference in their volume-by-weight. When I weighed a quarter-cup of six salts, here’s what I found:
		

		
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
		
		
		
			
			SPICES: With a very few exceptions—notably turmeric and paprika—the recipes in this book call for whole spices. Whole spices keep better and release their full pungency when you grind them right before use. All spices will fade with time, however, so I buy the smallest quantities possible and restock frequently. It is acceptable to change the quantity of spice in any pickle recipe. Note, however, that spices will continue to infuse the jar, and too much spice (especially clove) can become overbearing with time.
		

		
		
		
		
		
			
			STORING: Unless otherwise noted, sealed pickles should be stored in a cool, dark place. They’ll keep for a year but will soften with age. Open jars should be stored in the refrigerator.
		

		
			
				
					
						
						EDNA LEWIS AND WHAT SOUTHERNERS ARE TALKING ABOUT
WHEN THEY TALK ABOUT FOOD
					

				

			

			
				Edna Lewis, God rest her soul, was one of the great talents of the American kitchen—and one of the great voices in American food writing. I know her cookbooks well and keep one of them, The Gift of Southern Cooking, co-authored with Scott Peacock, on the short shelf of references next to my stove. But the work of hers that touched me most deeply is the essay “What Is Southern?,” which ran posthumously in Gourmet magazine (in January 2008) and was honored with a 2009 James Beard Award for food writing.
			

			
				In answering the titular question, Miss Lewis, who was born in Freetown, Virginia, as the granddaughter of slaves, wrote about a South I also know, although my family is from the somewhat different culture of Blount County, Tennessee. It’s the South of the farmer, the grandmother, the storyteller, the hunter, the barefoot kid, and the cook. It’s a South that sadly coexists with a meaner place—the South of the slaveholder, the segregationist, and the contemporary bigot—but for me those latter voices do not drown out the former. The Southerners who speak to me most loudly are still Gran and Papa, God rest their souls, and they would have understood exactly what Miss Lewis was writing about when she set out to define what is Southern.
			

			
				
				[image: ]
			

			The ostensible subject of her essay is food, and she lays a beautiful table with her writing, as well as a fine cupboard of seasonal preserves:

			
				Southern is weeks of canning, pickling, and preserving—cucumber pickle, artichoke pickle, pear pickle, tomato pickle, watermelon rind pickle, citron preserves, green tomato preserves, fig preserves, cherry preserves, grape conserve, crab apple jelly, wild blackberry jelly, fox grape jelly, quince jelly, guava jelly, wild plum jelly, wild strawberry preserves (the best).
			

			But here’s the secret knowledge I want to share with you: when Southerners talk about food, what they’re talking about is more than just food. They’re talking about a specific way of living—in a specific place, with a specific understanding of the land and its inhabitants, and with a specific ethical commitment to sustaining those relationships across the generations. Miss Lewis just barely nods toward all this in her last paragraph, but she gets the point across:

			
				
				So many great souls have passed off the scene. The world has changed. We are now faced with picking up the pieces and trying to put them into shape, document them so the present-day young generation can see what southern food was like. The foundation on which it rested was pure ingredients, open-pollinated seed—planted and replanted for generations—[and] natural fertilizers. We grew the seeds of what we ate, we worked with love and care.

			
				That message—heartfelt, long-sighted—hints at a deeper meaning hidden behind the title of my book, Saving the Season. For a long while, that meaning tugged at me undiscovered, and I wondered what it was I had dimly felt. In time, I began to glimpse it.
			

			
				With our canning work, we save more than just a seasonal bounty of produce—although that is the first thing we do. We are also saving an old way of doing things, habits handed down through families and across the years, and in some cases our food-preserving techniques are truly ancient. Equally, we are saving, even in our urban kitchens, a sense of the agricultural cycle. Canning connects us with the past and with the natural cosmos, which is tantamount to saying that canning is a culture—a specific food culture—that is perpetuated with every jar we put up. We ought to be mindful of that, even impassioned by it.
			

			But let me suggest here a still broader view: if we begin to think about a long history that stretches all the way back to the origins of organized agriculture, then we begin to understand that the culture of food—that is, how we get it and how we eat it—is a crucial building block in the architecture of civilization. Food is a cornerstone achievement, part of civilization’s solid foundation rather than simply an ornament—although cuisine surely shares some of the ornamental qualities of the arts.

			I’ll admit that the history of food can seem a specialized topic, since the kitchen is not an arena for warfare and diplomacy. It’s not defined by epic feats. Instead, cooking is a field of knowledge that has been assembled slowly over time, through countless anonymous contributions. But the collective experience of everyday cooks has arranged itself over the centuries into a mosaic of food cultures that merged in the Western world into a general food culture, one which can be traced backward from Miss Lewis all the way to pre-Biblical origins in ancient Persia. (The East has its own history of food, and it also goes without saying that any discussion of American food is hollow unless it celebrates the indivisible contributions of African foodways brought by the slaves—okra, watermelons, yams—and the likewise ancient cuisine of Native Americans, with their corn, beans, tomatoes, and squash.)

			Cooking is a body of knowledge. It is no frivolity, and during the Enlightenment, influential thinkers understood as much. They understood the necessity for statesmen to study not just statecraft but also the sciences, natural history, agriculture, and domestic economy—to be informed about food and its production.

			
				A political thinker as great as Thomas Jefferson bothered to form opinions about farming and eating, basing his conclusions on what he read and observed in his travels and through his own empirical research at Monticello. Some of his ideas seem astoundingly prescient today, such as rotating crops to increase yield and suppress pests. My favorite phrase from the Jeffersonian kitchen is that meat should be served “as a condiment for the vegetables,” which is strikingly in line with current USDA recommendations and the popular manifestos of Michael Pollan. Jefferson believed that a vigorous democracy required sustainable farming communities and self-reliant citizens who possessed the means to feed themselves as well as the nation at large. Jefferson understood that food is a matter of national interest. (See “A Rich Spot of Earth”: Thomas Jefferson’s Revolutionary Garden at Monticello by Peter J. Hatch.)
			

			The culture of food, then—how to grow it and preserve it—needs to be safeguarded just as scrupulously as other achievements in learning and the arts. If we willfully discard it or even carelessly allow it to lapse between one generation and the next, then we lose something much more serious than a sheaf of recipes. A bit of civilization is lost, at the extreme transforming us from muscular, self-reliant citizens into feeble consumers. Eating home-canned goods is a modest but meaningful way to assert our self-reliance as citizens and declare our resistance to the oligarchical union of big business with government. Home canning sticks a finger in the eye of agribusiness and flips the bird at the corporate food industry.

			
				When I started to blog about canning, I didn’t see big ideas—and I won’t flinch if you call them grandiose—in my preserving pan. I just wanted to make Gran’s strawberry jam. But while stirring hundreds of batches of jam and filling thousands of jars, I’ve had the time to lament that Gran “went to a better place,” as they say down south, before I could learn to do things her way. Apart from the personal sorrow her absence causes me, I’m also left angry that so much food culture—how Papa grew it, how Gran prepared it—can be lost irrecoverably. Gran and Papa’s farm is now a subdivision that grows houses. One generation was all it took.
			

			Of course I know that America’s traditional food cultures are not entirely lost and, if anything, the national awareness about health and nutrition has served to restore local food economies and revive dying food customs. Home-canning practices that had only recently started to fade suddenly appear to be undergoing a vigorous resurgence. Still, I worry about food traditions the way a linguist must worry about indigenous languages among the Amazon tribes. The old people are going, and taking with them what they knew. That kind of extinction has a cumulative effect: at first you may not notice, but then it’s too late.

			Miss Lewis left a short shelf of cookbooks. I look at them all the time, and it’s thanks to women like her and Gran that I have come to believe that the kitchen work of canning has significance beyond being an expression of a currently trendy kitchen hobby. Jam is more than just sweet nothings in a jar. It is a small but nonetheless valuable component of the American democracy.

			Miss Lewis understood that all along.

		

			
		 

		
		
				
				MUCH DEPENDS ON DINNER BY MARGARET VISSER [1986]

			
				Originally published well before Michael Pollan had started pondering our omnivore’s dilemma, Margaret Visser’s Much Depends on Dinner—the title comes from a line in Byron’s Don Juan—is an influential early contribution to the now crowded genre known as food writing. The book is a high-minded but lively cultural-historical analysis of a simple meal: corn on the cob, chicken, rice, salad, and ice cream. It prefigures a huge amount of writing that has since followed, from monographic studies on salt, cod, and the like to more theoretical works like Vandana Shiva’s academic studies and Pollan’s popular Food Rules. When, about halfway through the writing of this book, I read the following incantatory paragraph from the introduction of Much Depends on Dinner, I immediately recognized Visser as a spiritual godmother for the current home-canning revival.
			

			
				Boredom is the twentieth century’s version of social miasma. … Boredom arises from the loss of meaning, which in turn comes in part from a failure of religio or connectedness with one another and with our past. This book is a modest plea for the realization that absolutely nothing is intrinsically boring, least of all the everyday, ordinary things. These, today, are after all what even we are prepared to admit we have in common. We have recently discovered in ourselves a determination to consider nothing to be beneath consideration, and a willingness to question passionately matters which used to be thought too basic for words. I think the reason for this is that we are fighting back with an altogether healthy urge to recapture ancient but pitifully neglected, thoroughly human responses such as participatory attention, receptivity, and appreciation.
			

		

		
			
			[image: ]
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Nutrition Facts

Serving Size 1 tablespoon

Serving Per Container 7
1 —

Amount Per Serving

Calories 30 Calories from Fat 0
% Daily Value*

Total Fat 0 0%
Saturated Fat 0g 0%
Trans Fat 0g

Cholesterol Omg 0%

Sodium 0mg 0%

Total Carbohydrate 7g 2%
Dietary Fiber 0g 0%
Sugars 7g

Protein 0g

I ———

amin A 4% * Vitamin C 4%
Calcium 0% *ron 0%

Copper 2%

*Percent Daily Values are based on a 2,000 calorie diet.

Your daily values may be higher or lower depending on
you calorie needs.

Calories 2000 2,500
Total Fat Lessthan 659 80g
Saturated Fat  Lessthan  20g 259
Cholesterol Lessthan 300mg  300mg
Sodium Lessthan  2.400mg  2,400mg
Total Carbohydrate 300g a75g
Dietary Fiber 259 30

Calories per gram
Fat - Carbohydrates 4 + Protein 4
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