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Introduction

The preservation of our food has been of the utmost importance to our survival for hundreds of years, to feed us through the bleak winter months in Great Britain. From freezing and drying to jams and pickling, all have helped keep food edible, when fresh has been scarce. Though we have shops well stocked with food and provisions that enable us not to have to worry about the shortages of winter time, when you grow your own fruit and vegetables for whatever reason, it is both sensible for the planet and your pocket to preserve the produce in the best possible way. Now we are able to freeze food effectively and reasonably economically it means we can have almost fresh-tasting fruit and vegetables all year round.

I find making my own jams and preserves both enjoyable and absorbing. Obviously it is very useful for using produce to its fullest and most productive, but it is also great fun.

Once you have mastered the art of making jams, chutneys and pickles, and it isn’t difficult to do so, you can begin to experiment and make up your own recipes to suit your taste and whatever you may have a glut of at any one time.

Jams and other preserves make great presents and gifts at any time, but I have found them most welcome at Christmas when people are needing to entertain and tend to get through many preserves.

Never see preserving as a way to keep poor produce; it isn’t worth it. All preserves need the best-quality fruit and vegetables; ripeness will be down to what is required for each individual type of preserve. For example, some jams are best prepared with under-ripe fruit, whereas the riper fruit is ideal for making jellies and syrups as the juice yield is higher.

Pride has always played an unashamed part in my preserve making, as I still get an inner glow when I say ‘I made it myself’, and hopefully you will get to feel this way about your own home-made preserves and thoroughly enjoy the process. It really is worthwhile.


1. Drying Fruit and Vegetables

Drying, along with salting, is one of the oldest known ways of preserving food. In hot climates it is also the most economical method. However, as we don’t have a regular supply of sunshine available to us in Britain, it is better to dry produce indoors where a steady temperature can be maintained.

The two most important requirements for successful drying are a steady low temperature and ventilation. It is a lengthy process, but once the produce is ready to be dried it takes relatively little work to achieve a product that will keep for many months.

What do I need to dry my fruit and vegetables?

You can purchase electric drying machines that are economical to run and take all the worry out of the task. Depending on how much produce you wish to dry, you can choose from a range of prices from about £70 to £450. These machines come with full manufacturers’ instructions.

Alternatively, you can use a conventional oven. This method will need more attention, but you can still achieve good results so long as you follow simple rules.

• Make sure your oven is available for many hours at a time as most foods take between 5 and 36 hours to dry out. They also require time to dry at room temperature before storing, so set aside a suitable space that is well ventilated and away from steam.

• The temperature needed to dry produce depends on what and how large the items are, but generally it is between 100–120ºC/gas mark ½–1.

• Make a drying rack: take a cooling rack and stretch and secure a sheet of muslin over the top. The produce can be placed on top without touching to allow the warm air to pass around each piece.

Drying fruit

Stoned fruit – plums, peaches and apricots are all suitable. Place whole fruit on the prepared tray and leave to dry for 24–36 hours. Maintain the temperature until the skins have shrivelled. Leave for 12 hours in the air at room temperature to cool and allow any liquid to evaporate. Store in sterile jars.

Apples – peel, core and slice into 5mm thick rings. Dip the rings in a bowl of lightly salted water and thread onto bamboo canes that will fit into your oven, resting on the side ledges. Leave the door of the oven slightly open. Drying should take about 5 hours, and then leave in the air for 12 hours before packing into sterile jars.

Drying vegetables

Peas and beans can be placed on the drying rack after blanching them for 4 minutes and drying them on a tea towel. They may be dried in the oven or in an airing cupboard. It will take about 4 hours for peas and 6 for beans. Leave them for 1 hour in the air before packing them into clean jars.

Mushrooms can be hung in a warm dry place for 3–4 days, where they will dry out quite successfully. Use freshly picked large flat or open-cupped mushrooms and remove the stalks. Wipe the mushrooms clean with a cloth, thread them onto a string using a thick poultry needle and tie a knot between each mushroom. Hang up the strings and leave to dry out. Store the mushrooms in jars in a dark cupboard. I use these in soups, curries or omelettes.

Tomatoes can be dried on the rack in a very cool oven for 3–5 hours depending on the size. Cutting the tomatoes in half shortens the drying time but I think it spoils the flavour slightly.


2. Freezing Fruit and Vegetables

This is probably the method that preserves the most natural flavour, colour and appearance of produce. It is certainly the quickest and easiest method, needing few if any other ingredients to prolong the life of fruit and vegetables.

Most vegetables may be frozen after a little preparation and can be packaged in such a way as to enable you to lift the portions you need from the freezer at any one time. However, salad vegetables, such as lettuce and cucumbers, are unsuitable for freezing due to their high water content; once defrosted they would end up a mushy mess.

Fruit can be frozen successfully. It does become softer in texture when defrosted but is ideal for making jam. Some herbs may also be frozen for future use.

Packaging

Make sure the bags or containers you use are suitable for freezing. This is of the utmost importance to ensure there is no deterioration during the freezing time. Packaging must be thick enough not to tear easily as this will cause a loss of water and over time the flavour and quality of the produce will diminish.

Freezer bags

These are the cheapest and easiest packaging for freezing produce, and many brands include a white labelling area on each bag on which you can clearly label what is contained in the bag. They don’t take up as much room as plastic containers and can hold oddly shaped, small or larger amounts depending on what suits you. As air takes up room and can spoil some frozen foods it is better to expel as much as possible before sealing the bags.

Plastic containers

These must have secure airtight lids and be labelled as suitable for freezing. Containers have the advantage of stacking well in the freezer and you can attach easily readable labels. They come in all shapes and sizes, so are suitable for freezing large or small amounts.

Glassware

Only use glass that’s labelled as suitable for freezing; glass becomes more fragile once it’s frozen and would make a complete mess of your freezer should it shatter inside it. If you are freezing produce in glass, wrap some foil or plastic around it just in case. The only things I tend to freeze in glass containers are stocks and ready-made preserves such as lemon curd.

Points to remember when freezing

To get the best out of your freezer:

• use the best produce, free from blemishes or squashy bits;

• freeze as soon after picking as possible;

• pack in meal-size amounts;

• cool all produce completely before packaging;

• exclude as much air from the packaging as you can;

• label and date the packages clearly;

• keep a notebook to record what’s in your freezer and when it was frozen, so that you and your family can see immediately what is available to use. Cross out each item as it is used;

• keep your freezer well stocked; a fully stocked freezer uses less energy than an empty one;

• open the door only when necessary and for the shortest time possible.

Freezing fruit

Prepare the fruit for freezing as you would for cooking or making jams, hulling, topping and tailing, peeling and coring. The chart on pages 7–8 tells you exactly how to prepare each fruit.

There are five main ways to freeze fruit.

Sugar freezing – this is ideal for freezing fruit that you may wish to use for making jams or cooking in pies. It is good for soft fruits like raspberries and redcurrants. Freezer-safe lidded plastic containers are the best for this method.

(a) Wash the fruit and pat dry if necessary.

(b) Place the fruit in layers, sprinkling sugar over each layer. Allow about 150g sugar to every 500g fruit. Finish with a sprinkling of sugar.

(c) Make sure the contents fill the container as much as possible, leaving a little head space to allow for expansion, and press the lid down securely.

(d) Freeze immediately.

Syrup freezing – this is best for fruit that has little natural juice, such as peaches or grapes. Fruit that has a mild flavour retains it better if suspended in syrup while frozen. A syrup made from 600g sugar to 1 litre of water is suitable for most fruits. Heat the water in a large pan and stir in the sugar, continuing to stir until all the sugar has dissolved. Bring the syrup to the boil for 5 minutes then cool completely before using. Some fruit may need the addition of lemon juice or a vitamin C tablet dissolved in a tablespoon of warm water; this will stop them discolouring during freezing (see the chart on pages 7–8 for details).

Pack the washed fruit in rigid containers and pour over the cold syrup, leaving a gap of about 1.5cm between the fruit and the lid of the container. This gap allows for expansion during freezing. Crumple up a piece of greaseproof paper and place it on top of the fruit to keep it submerged before securing the lid firmly on top. You should find that 1 litre of syrup is sufficient to cover about 1.5kg fruit.

Dry freezing – this is the easiest method and is particularly suitable for soft fruits as no sugar has been used in their preparation, so you can use them for whatever you wish. Lay the washed fruit in a single layer on a freezable tray lined with silicone paper. If possible, try to avoid the fruits touching each other. Freeze for about 1½ hours until firm, and then pack in bags or containers.

Pre-poaching – this is suitable for firm-skinned fruits like plums and apricots as they become hard after freezing. Make a syrup using 400g sugar to 600ml water and boil for 5 minutes. Turn down the heat and add the prepared fruit, usually halved and stoned. Poach until just tender. Pack when cold and add some of the syrup to cover the fruit, as described above for syrup freezing.

Precooking – this is best for fruit that is very ripe and wouldn’t withstand other methods of freezing. Wash the fruit and simmer in a little water until soft. You can add a bit of sugar at this stage if you like, or wait until after freezing and defrosting the fruit. Drain and pack into bags or containers when cool.

Thawing

Leave the fruit to defrost in the unopened container. Depending on the amount, it will take between 3 and 4 hours to defrost completely. I tend to get the pack out of the freezer the night before and put it in the fridge to thaw; it should be defrosted by the morning. If you are going to cook the fruit, it may be heated gently in a pan even if it is not thoroughly defrosted.

Storage times

All the methods will keep fruit fresh for about six months depending on your freezer.

Alphabetical guide to freezing fruit



	Type of fruit

	Method of freezing




	Apples

	1. Dry freeze without sugar. Peel, core and place in water with a squeeze of lemon juice. Drain, dry and freeze in plastic containers for best results.

2. In syrup, adding 1 tablespoon lemon juice to the syrup.

3. Precooking – ideal for using in pies and sauces.




	Apricots

	1. Sugar – blanch in boiling water for 1 minute before drying and layering with the sugar.

2. Syrup – cover with syrup, first adding 1 tablespoon lemon juice to the syrup.

3. Precooking – for use in pies and puddings.




	Blackberries

	All methods suitable.




	Cherries

	1. Dry freeze without sugar. Pour chilled water over the fruit and leave for 30 minutes. Dry well, stone if necessary.

2. Sugar freeze.

3. Syrup – add 1½ tablespoons lemon juice to the syrup.




	Black, red and white currants

	All methods suitable.




	Damsons

	1. Syrup – add 2 tablespoons lemon juice or
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