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A PRESERVER’S LIFE

My vocation was decided the moment my parents named me: Pam rhymes so very well with jam. As a youngster, I loved being in the kitchen with Mum, helping to spoon cake mixes into tins and leaving just a bit too much in the bowl so it had to be scraped and licked off the spoon. Domestic Science was my favourite school subject in teenage years and I carried the ingredients into class in a wicker basket covered with a floral plastic cover – the sort used to line the base of budgerigar cages. Sometimes my cookery efforts would arrive home in one piece; others looked as if a mouse had been at them, as Mum used to say. In those days we were taught how to cook the basics: cakes, scones, pastry, how to boil an egg; and, of course, how to make jam. I loved it all and passed the exam with top marks.

But my actual career in jam making began much later. Married and with two young daughters, Philippa and Maddy, Hugh and I upped sticks from a secure Home Counties life and headed west. Crazy, crazy our friends said, as we converted part of an old pig farm in Dorset into our Jammery. We had bought Thursday Cottage, a small preserve-making business that specialised in marmalade, jam and fruit curd. Part of the deal was that we had to move it from its well-established premises to a new place. This wasn’t easy. Land was selling at sky-high prices for housing – too costly for anything large and industrial, or an artisanal jam kitchen without economies of scale. In the end, we found a unit, still full of snuffling pigs, on a farm near Lyme Regis and took the plunge; having bought and refurbished it, we relocated the business. Sometimes I look back with amazement at the apparent ease with which we changed our lives, yet somehow at the time it simply felt like the right thing to do.

I had made jam and marmalade before, but now it was one, two, three thousand jars a day; this was completely different from stocking the larder for the family. With a small team of inexperienced but enthusiastic employees, it really was in at the deep end as we grasped our wooden spoons with a fiery determination and learnt about jars, lids and all things jammy, striving to make the best sweet preserves in the country.

I had never thought of myself as competitive, but when our preserves were included on a taste panel or entered into a food award I was only ever interested in the highest accolade; there was no point in bronze or silver if there was gold to be had! Thirteen years on, Thursday Cottage was awarded the Best Speciality Food Producer by The Guild of Fine Food in 2001 – a remarkable achievement for a jam maker as this is normally considered to be a humble craft – and we were very proud indeed.

Our preserves were now sold by top shops and independents throughout Britain, and indeed all over the world. We had many loyal followers and nothing would delight us more than hearing that a Thursday Cottage jar had been spotted on an isolated island or in some other remote spot. Yet we still made our products in the same small batches (18–24 jars in each pan) that we always had done; the way we operated was an absolute testament to how efficient a small business can be.

A year or so after our award, we were approached by the renowned Essex preserve makers Wilkin & Sons, who were keen to acquire our brand. It was a difficult choice to sell the business, but the right one. It gives me great pleasure to know that Thursday Cottage lives on and its top-notch products are still made to their original recipes.

I hadn’t expected the heartfelt wrench of selling the business, and for a while felt at a loss without the pans of bubbling jam and the equally bubbly chatter of the jam ladies. But as so often happens, as one door shuts, another one opens. Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall’s River Cottage was right on my doorstep, with its television series and books, and the many courses and events that emerged over the years. With Hugh’s infectious curiosity came a welcome renaissance of interest in growing, rearing, fishing and foraging for food; and a time of epiphany for the many who grabbed the opportunity to change their lifestyle and understand food from the ground up.

How to use and store produce was an inherent part of the ethos at River Cottage and I began teaching preserve making there, as well as writing a book for the River Cottage Handbook series. Few things give me greater pleasure than to share my experience and knowledge, or to hear how people’s everyday lives have been changed by learning these new skills.

These days, more and more people want to know the provenance of the food they buy. It may seem paradoxical to look back as a means of going forward, but the basic principles of preserving have hardly changed since the ancient Phoenicians of the Mediterranean left grapes in the sun to dry until their natural sugars were so concentrated that they wouldn’t go off. Following a handful of simple rules, most preserving methods just require time and a few everyday ingredients.

Preserving is a rewarding step towards self-sufficiency. I happen to write this as the countryside has been brought to a halt by a spell of viciously harsh winter weather; despite having little chance of getting to the shops I’ve still feasted like a queen, thanks to my preserves.

But of course preserving is about far more than self-sufficiency. It is about celebrating the fruit and vegetables that we and others have grown, capturing their flavour at its peak. It’s also a way to save some money by pouncing on a glut and filling enough jars to share. When soft fruit is tight with juiciness, rhubarb stalks are crisply taut, carrots are bright and crunchy, and citrus fruits spray fragrance everywhere, that is the time to begin. By preserving these things, we bottle sunshine and then enjoy it, spoonful by spoonful, for many months to come.

HOW PRESERVING HAS CHANGED

A century ago, jam, jelly and marmalade would always be sticky-sweet with sugar. This was necessary to guarantee that the fruity berries of the sunshine months didn’t decay, and also made sure that every jar of jam would set. To be penny-pinching with the sugar could mean bitter disappointment when the jar was finally opened.

Many of the jam recipes that you come across now still use equal quantities of fruit and sugar, and the sugar doubles to a ratio of 2:1 when it comes to marmalade. Sure, this easy and reliable ratio will make a well-set preserve that will keep, but these days you can make jam and marmalade with much less sugar. The jam recipes in this book contain a smaller proportion of sugar than the old-fashioned type so they won’t keep for years and years – but, quite honestly, who wants to have their cupboard full of the same sticky sweet jams for that long?

Today’s preserve lovers are sometimes critical about the sweetness of much shop-bought jam and marmalade. In defence of the commercial producers, they have to adhere to ‘Jam Regs’ set by the National Trading Standards Board, which require traditional jam or marmalade to contain more than 60 per cent sugar. This does include the natural sugars in the fruit, but it’s still a hefty amount.

In other words, the advantage of making jam at home is that you can make modern preserves that are not only less sweet but also pack in more flavour, because less sugar in the jar means more actual fruit instead.

To make lower-sugar jam that still spreads well, you have to have enough pectin in the mixture. You can achieve this in several different ways: either by simply using pectin-rich fruit as the base for your preserve, or by adding in some jam sugar, pectin powder or pectin stock. (See more on pectin.)

Equipment plays a key role too. In the past, at that time when jars started replacing the old stoneware marmalade pots, the quality of the glass varied and it would sometimes crack from the heat of the jam being poured in. The jars were originally sealed using discs of paper dipped in egg white or brandy, with dampened bladder stretched tightly over to keep them airtight (these were later superseded by waxed paper discs and cellophane secured with a rubber band). But we now have fantastic food-grade jars with toughened glass and easy-to-use twist-on lids that make our jars airtight, which drastically improves the shelf life of a preserve.

It’s not just jam, marmalade and other sweetish things that have been reinvented in recent years. As we continue to refine the art of preserving, we have found ways to include far less vinegar in our pickles and chutneys too. The methods that you’ll find in this book are all about learning to shed new light on a traditional craft.
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PRESERVING BASICS

Once you understand the basics of preserving, you can transform fresh produce into something completely different and really rather special with the wave of a wooden spoon.

To start with you need top-quality produce. There isn’t much point in preserving foods that are way beyond their ‘best before’ date; everything needs to be squeakily fresh.

Preserving your fresh fruit and vegetables is then simply a case of creating an environment where enzymes, bacteria, mould and yeast cannot survive. They are the microorganisms that rot and recycle fresh produce. This may be an essential part of nature’s plan, but you don’t want it happening in your pot of jam, marmalade or chutney. (As soon as the tissue membranes of fresh produce are cut or blemished, the fruit is open to microbial attack and decay. A good way to thwart enzyme action, if you aren’t going to use the produce immediately, is to plunge any peeled or cut food into lightly acidic or slightly salted water: a teaspoon of salt or the juice of half a lemon in a litre of water should do the trick.)

Most microscopic enzymes, bacteria, moulds and yeasts will not survive at temperatures above 75°C and consequently will be destroyed by cooking on a high heat. Sugar, acid, alcohol, salt and certain spices will also halt the growth of these unseen invaders. Making jam with sugar is a classic example of preserving, as is using vinegar to pickle fruit and veg. Even the use of spices in chutney will help to put a stop to that unwanted decay.

Perhaps the two most important rules of preserving are these. Firstly, make sure equipment and work surfaces are perfectly clean, and jars and lids are sterilised just before using (see here). Secondly, fill jars to the brim and seal them securely with airtight lids to prevent any infiltrators sneaking in.

Please take time to read and understand the instructions for the preserving methods in this book. In time, maybe you will develop your own ways, but until then get to know the basic rules so they become second nature and you know that whatever you make will store safely until you open it up to eat. It’s a huge disappointment to open up a long-anticipated jar to find mould or other nasties have crept in – and it’s simple to avoid this happening.

SETTING POINT

Jams, jellies and marmalades all start by being cooked in a pan over a high heat. The setting point is the moment when the pectin, acid and sugar are in a balance that makes the molecules cling together to form a gel. It’s tempting to overcook preserves – I often find myself reminding people that jam should set in the jar, and not in the pan. If you prefer softish-set jams then you can err on the lower side of the suggested boil time; for a firmer, sweeter preserve, boil for a little longer. Jams and marmalades will thicken as they cool in the jar but don’t panic if your preserve is still runny after several days. Simply open up the jars, put the contents in a pan and bring to the boil for a couple of minutes. It’s much easier to resolve than overcooking your jam, which has no easy solution.

The gel test

This is traditionally known as the ‘wrinkle’ test but I prefer to call it the gel test because you’re actually after a light gelling, rather than a strong wrinkle.

For the gel test, you need to put a couple of small china or metal plates, or large stainless steel spoons, in the fridge or freezer to chill. You’ll know when the jam (or jelly or marmalade) is nearly ready because the loose, light-coloured bubbles on top will have all but disappeared to reveal a glossy surface, and the boil will be slower and more rhythmic. When it gets to this stage, remove the pan from the heat – the preserve will continue to cook, so it’s important to do this – and drop a little of the hot preserve onto a cold plate or spoon. Leave to one side or pop it in the fridge for a minute or so to cool, then lightly push your finger through to see if it comes together in a gel that holds its shape and doesn’t just pool away again. Any crease should be light and delicate, not a wrinkly old rhinoceros hide. If the mixture remains runny, return the pan to the heat for a couple more minutes, then test again with the second plate or spoon.

Testing with a thermometer

Old-fashioned jam made with equal quantities of fruit and sugar will set at 104.5°C, and indeed this temperature is marked as ‘jam’ on the side of a traditional sugar thermometer. However, my Modern Classic jams use less sugar and more pectin so will set at a slightly lower temperature – in the region of 103°C, or below. They will be fresher tasting and with a softer set, which is how I like my jam, personally. The low-sugar jam recipes  here need only get to boiling point (100°C) for the jam to be ready to pot and set.

In reality, I don’t regard a thermometer as the most accurate way of assessing the setting point of a preserve because this varies depending on the type of fruit you’re using. In addition, the temperature will continue to rise slightly after you’ve taken the pot off the heat. I would always recommend using the gel test instead.

GETTING RID OF SCUM

You sometimes get a bit of froth or scum on the surface of a batch of jam towards the end of cooking; this happens if sugar is added to watery fruit before the excess water has been driven off. The best way to get rid of it is to add a teaspoon of cooking oil – olive, rapeseed or whatever you have to hand – then slowly stir around the edge of the pan in one direction only until it disperses: it will!

‘Stirring in the same direction’ is a general rule for preserve making that I learnt from Kurt Kunzli, the founder of Thursday Cottage, in the early days of my jam-making career. If you swoosh your wooden spoon speedily in different directions all over the pan, then you create more bubble and trouble than was there in the first place, whereas patience and stirring steadily in same direction will dispel it.

POTTING & SEALING

Here are some useful guidelines for potting and sealing your preserves when they’re ready. Before you do anything else, clear the decks and have everything ready to go; make sure that your work surface and any utensils you will need are spotlessly clean. Jars and lids should be sterilised (see here).

CHECK THE TEMPERATURE of jam, marmalade and other hot preserves (with the exception of fruit curd) with a digital thermometer before potting up. The temperature must be at least 87°C. This ensures a vacuum effect is created after you twist the lid on, and the jar will be hermetically sealed, preventing the risk of invasion by microorganisms.

FILL jars right up to the brim, within 1–2mm of the top edge. If you’re making jam, jelly or another pourable preserve, tip the mixture into a jug (one with a wide neck and a pointed pouring lip that will allow the mixture to flow easily
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