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Introduction
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Jam making is a kind of alchemy, in which fresh fruit is miraculously transformed and given a long and happy life. The magic is revealed when you open a jar of strawberry jam and the wonderful fragrance takes you right back to a warm summer day, a glistening spoonful of blackberry jam conjures up memories of autumn walks.

Jam making is no longer an essential part of domestic economy. In the past, both individual households and the grand houses now cared for by the National Trust regularly set aside time to preserve produce when it was in season. Yet even if we don’t spend quite as much time in the kitchen as our mothers or grandmothers did, there is something deeply satisfying about making a batch of jam.

It’s hard to imagine that sugar was once so expensive that only the very rich could enjoy jam – not in the form we enjoy it today but served on small silver spoons to end a grand meal. While preserves may have been served as spoon treats at the opulent court of Louis XIV at Versailles or Elizabethan banquets, the Romans and Greeks were perhaps the first to cook quinces, figs, cherries and other seasonal fruits with honey to make a smooth thick preserve.

If you are new to jam making, this book begins with a few basics to help you on your way. If you are an old hand, you will find new and unusual fruit combinations to inspire you. Jam-packed with recipes, it includes timeless favourites and extra-fruity reduced-sugar jams, crystal clear fruit jellies and firm, sliceable fruit cheeses, buttery fruit curds and Britain’s favourite breakfast spread, marmalade.


The basics
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Jams, fruit jellies and marmalades all demonstrate a delicate balance of fruit, sugar, acidity and pectin. Sugar contributes to the sweetness of the jam while also acting as a preservative for long-term storage. When heated, the pectin naturally found in the fruit seeds, pips, cores and skins is released and together with the right balance of acidity from the fruits, natural fruit acids form a gel to make a spreadable and intensely fruity preserve. Many recipes suggest mixing soft fruits with sugar and leaving to macerate so that the sugar draws out the water before cooking to reduce cooking time. This is so that soft fruits, such as strawberries and cherries, don’t lose too much colour during cooking. For firmer fruits, such as gooseberries, currants or citrus fruit, cook in a little water to soften before boiling with sugar, as once the sugar is added the skins will not soften further. Some fruits naturally contain more pectin than others – boost the set by adding extra fresh lemon juice, or use jam sugar with added pectin and citric acid, or try with a mix of high- and low-pectin fruits.

Equipment

Traditionally jams are cooked in a preserving pan – a large pan with sloping sides to aid evaporation and a thick heavy base to help prevent the mixture burning and sticking as it boils. Preserving pans vary in size but are generally about 30cm across the top and about 18cm deep. A stainless steel preserving pan will last a lifetime. Shop around as prices vary and if you are not sure how often you will make jam you may be able to pick up a pre-loved bargain from eBay (check the size as some of the older ones are enormous) or substitute a large heavy-based stock pot or pasta pan. If you have an induction hob, check that your preserving pan is suitable.

The most crucial thing is that there is enough room in the pan for the jam to boil up as it comes to setting point. Once the fruit and sugar are in the pan it should be just under half full; any fuller and it could boil over. However, if you are making only a small quantity of jam, a large preserving pan may be too big; if the jam is too thinly spread over the base of the pan, it will be more likely to stick and burn. You will need a long-handled wooden spoon for stirring, and a slotted spoon – the kind with small holes that you might use to scoop peas out of a pan of water – for skimming off any scum. You will also need kitchen scales, a chopping board and a good sharp knife, a lemon squeezer, vegetable peeler and a couple of saucers to use when testing for set – chill them in the fridge before you begin making the jam. A food processor with a metal blade, a thin slicing blade and citrus squeezer will save you lots of preparation time.

When using citrus fruits, especially in marmalade making, you will need to tie the pips and squeezed citrus shells in a ‘bag’ made from muslin or a linen tea towel, cut into squares, and some fine string.

If you hope to make jam frequently, it is worth investing in a sugar thermometer so you can see when the jam is getting near to setting point. A metal jam funnel helps to avoid sticky spillages as you ladle the jam into the warm jars. For jelly fans, you will need a jelly bag, ideally with a stand, for the cooked fruit to drip through.

Top of the pots

While good cookshops sell jam jars, it’s more satisfying to re-use your old jars. Assorted sizes are fine, but if the last jar isn’t full to the brim store it in the fridge and use within a few weeks. Soak them in warm water so that you can remove the labels, then wash jars and lids thoroughly in hot soapy water, rinse and dry. Keep in a cupboard or inside your preserving pan so that they are ready and waiting.

Sterilise them in a warm oven just before filling. Stand the clean jars and their lids separately in a roasting tin and place in a preheated oven set to 130°C (or in a low Aga oven) for 15 minutes; don’t worry if you get delayed and the jars are in the oven for a little longer.

Choosing fruit

While it can be tempting to use up softer overripe fruit in jam, it is best not to, as ripe fruit begins to lose its pectin. Slightly underripe or just-ripe fruit has the most flavour and maximum amounts of pectin.

Which sugar to use

Jam sugar with added pectin and citric acid is used for many jams and jellies to ensure the set of low-pectin fruits such as strawberries, cherries, apricots and peaches. Preserving sugar is most suitable for fruits with a higher pectin level, such as gooseberries, cooking apples, quinces, black and red currants, and damsons. Both these sugars have larger crystals than granulated sugar and produce slightly less scum, which is particularly important when making jellies.

Granulated sugar, with its smaller crystals, is ideal for marmalade, fruit cheeses, butters and curds; it can also be used in place of preserving sugar if you run out. For toffee-like flavours in some jams or marmalades, it is nice to substitute some of the white sugar for light or dark muscovado sugar or honey.

Back in the days when homes were colder and larders often a little damp, warming the sugar was recommended. Nowadays this is not critical unless making a large amount of jam at a time. Whichever sugar you use, it must be completely dissolved before bringing the jam or jelly to the boil to prevent crystals forming in the finished jam.

Simmer, boil and skim

The first stage in jam making is to simmer the fruit until it softens; this releases the pectin. Next add sugar and cook gently until the sugar has completely dissolved. Now it’s time to bring the mixture quickly to boiling point and boil rapidly until setting point is reached; this will depend on the type of fruit and the amounts of pectin. You can tell when a jam is almost ready, as the fast rolling boil will change to a slower, more relaxed boil. The tiny air bubbles will disappear and the mixture will look glossy and feel thicker as you stir.

The movement of the boiling mixture pushes scum to the outer edges of the pan, where it is easier to skim off. Leaving the scum in can lead to unattractive white lumps in your jam. However don’t skim too often or you will lose too much jam. Adding a small knob of butter after setting point is reached breaks the surface tension and magically disperses any remaining scum.

How to test for setting point

1 Temperature test Once the sugar has dissolved, add a sugar thermometer and bring the mixture to boiling point, then boil rapidly for 5–15 minutes for jams and jellies or 15–20 minutes for marmalade. The jam is ready when it reaches 105°C, although jams made with very high-pectin fruits or with jam sugar may set a degree or two below that. For best results do the saucer test to confirm the set.

2 Flake test As you stir the jam as it boils, lift the wooden spoon out of the pan and turn it on its side, then watch as the jam falls from the spoon. As the jam begins to thicken it will change from a thin stream to a thicker tear-shaped drop that is held by the rim of the spoon for a few seconds. At this point turn off the heat so that the jam doesn’t overboil and darken, and move on to the saucer test.

3 Saucer test Take the pan off the heat, spoon a little of the jam on to a chilled saucer and put into the fridge for 5 minutes. When you push your finger through the cooled jam it should wrinkle and leave a trail so that you can see the saucer. If the jam runs back into a pool then it is not ready; put the pan back on the heat and boil for a few more minutes, and then turn off the heat again and retest.

When the jam is ready, ladle it into the sterilised jars while it is still hot. Adding hot jam to warmed jars also means there is less likelihood of them cracking. If the jam has large pieces of fruit, leave it to stand for 10–15 minutes before adding to the jars; it will thicken slightly and the pieces of fruit won’t rise to the top of the jar. If you have a sugar thermometer the jam should be potted before it drops to 85°C.

Traditionally jams are covered with a waxed disc and cellophane top secured with an elastic band. If using these, it is important that the waxed disc is the right size: it should fit the inside of the jar perfectly and should be lightly pressed onto the surface of the hot jam so that the heat melts the waxed layer and makes a seal. The cellophane top is really a dust cover. Screw-topped lids are much more convenient once the jar has been opened. If using screw tops, make sure to fill the jar of jam right to the brim, and then screw on the lid immediately. As the preserve cools it will shrink and form a vacuum. If you add a waxed disc this will interfere with the vacuum. Don’t forget to label and date the filled jars; it is amazing how quickly you will forget what is inside.

Storage

If sealed well, most jams, jellies, marmalades and fruit cheeses will keep for up to a year in a cool dark place, some even longer. Once opened the jar should be kept in the fridge and the contents eaten within a few weeks. Conserves and fruit butters are best eaten within 6 months as they contain slightly less sugar than traditional jams. Reduced-sugar jams are best stored in the fridge and used within a month. Fruit curds made with butter and eggs should also be stored in the fridge and eaten within 2 weeks.

Conserves

Jam as we know it emerged in the late nineteenth century with a recognised ratio of 1:1 fruit to sugar. Sugar is not only needed to add sweetness to tangy fruits but is also important as a preservative. With changing tastes many people are trying to cut down on the amount of sugar they consume. Conserves generally have a higher proportion of fruit to sugar, which makes for a slightly softer set preserve. All jams are conserves, but not all conserves are jams. In the UK, jam must contain 60% sugar, which includes naturally occurring fruit sugars; if less, it must be labelled a reduced-sugar jam or conserve. Fruit preserves with less than 50% sugar are termed fruit spreads.

Notes

Read the recipe through before starting, to ensure you have all the equipment you need. Note that some recipes need to be left for several hours or overnight before cooking the preserve.

All spoon measurements are level.

1 teaspoon = 5ml

1 tablespoon = 15ml

Use medium eggs
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