
A POTTED HISTORY


				     
WHERE DID MARMALADE BEGIN?



 

Not in England and not with oranges. The Greeks, followed by the Romans, slowly cooked quince with honey to sweeten it. The Greek quince preserve was called melomeli (apple in honey). It was a way of making something edible out of an otherwise very stubborn fruit, and the pectin – then, a mysterious ingredient – enabled the fruit pastes to set.

The name marmalade has developed from the Portuguese word marmelada, referring to quince paste, made from marmelo, or quince. It is thought that the Moors first introduced marmelada to the Portuguese, and in Tudor times boxes of quince paste (similar to membrillo) from Portugal arrived at the ports of Britain. It was eaten in the homes of royalty and wealthy English families as a sweetmeat, often given as an exquisite gift. English recipes using quince also existed (often called chardequince), and spices and flavourings, such as cinnamon, ginger, rose water and musk, were used in these homemade thick preserves. They were set in moulds, and served at the end of lavish banquets in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries to aid digestion; they were even considered an aphrodisiac.

From the seventeenth century sugar was more readily available and affordable and marmalades made from other fruits became more common and, by the early eighteenth century, English family recipes for softer-set citrus marmalade using imported bitter oranges and sugar developed, some with shredded peel. Marmalade was no longer eaten only as an expensive sweetmeat or added to desserts, but became a preserve to be enjoyed in its own right – a staple at the British breakfast table. In other parts of Europe, marmalade was, and still is, used as a more generic term for all types of preserve and jam – Spanish marmelada, Italian marmellata or French marmelade. In Britain, we are purists; our marmalade is made from citrus fruit and, usually, has shredded peel suspended in the jelly.


				     
THE MARMALADE WE KNOW TODAY



 

It was the Keiller family who first made shredded marmalade commercially. James Keiller was a grocer in Dundee, and in the eighteenth century, so the story goes, he bought a batch of Seville oranges from a Spanish ship that was taking refuge from harsh storms. Realising they couldn’t sell the bitter oranges for the fruit bowl, James and his wife experimented, cooking them with sugar, using supplies from his grocery business. So popular was the preserve they made that Keiller marmalade, packaged in white glass jars, was subsequently sold in the family shop. To meet with demand, they opened a factory in 1797 and other Scottish manufacturers copied the trend. Today there is a plethora of well-known marmalade brands, but homemade seems to be more popular than ever.


A TRIP TO SOUTHERN SPAIN



 

As with grapes grown for making specific wines, I wondered if the terroir of Seville, in the south of Spain, was essential for imparting fine flavour to bitter oranges. Wilkin & Sons have been making top-quality marmalade (and other preserves) at Tiptree in Essex since 1885, following encouragement by prime minister William Gladstone to make ‘money from jam’. Wilkin’s only use Seville oranges in their marmalade. ‘We’ve tried fruit from other areas of the world,’ Peter Wilkin explained, ‘but they don’t have the same flavour. You can’t make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear. It has to be the Seville oranges for marmalade, they are unique.’ So, to Seville I went.

The Arabs dominated Seville from as early as 712 and introduced the first bitter oranges (and lemons) to the Mediterranean; orange groves were soon established in this sunny corner of Spain. Bitter oranges and Seville are now so intertwined that the names are inextricably linked, marmalade-makers often referring to marmalade oranges simply as Sevilles.

The streets of Seville are lined with bitter orange trees and in the spring the heady scent of the orange blossom, or azahar, is intoxicating. Yet, despite the many trees and their expertise in growing the bitter orange, the Spanish don’t actually eat them. All the oranges are exported – in fact, it’s a challenge to find a bitter orange at the food market in Seville. ‘Unless locals have their own trees, they don’t cook with bitter oranges,’ Seville-based chef Willy Moya declared, ‘and even then it would be unusual to make marmalade. Marmalade isn’t part of the food culture of Seville – the bitter orange farms exist because of the English.’

There is one group of keen cooks in Seville who have a long tradition of making marmalades: the Andalucían nuns. I found my way through the winding streets of Seville to the Monastery of Santa Paula. I tentatively rang the bell and waited in front of the dark heavy door, which gave nothing away. A beaming Sister beckoned me inside, and after much ham-handed sign language and her smiling, I managed to explain my mission and she brought out jar upon jar of beautiful marmalade and orange blossom jelly – an experience to treasure.

Over recent years, the co-operative of smaller Andalucían bitter orange farms has been consolidated and there are now fewer, larger growers. Some large historic companies that I visited, such as Bordas, specialise in the preparation of peel, pulp, juice and whole fruit, which are exported frozen to British makers. Others, such as Ave María Farm, export their organic fruit in wooden crates; their fresh oranges are second to none. I visited the Huerta María farm on a warm December day; it’s a third-generation family business where marmalade is key to everything they do. Row upon row of bitter orange trees waved in the gentle breeze as the fruit was carefully harvested and packed into traditional wooden crates for export within Europe, predominantly to Britain.


MAKING MARMALADE – THE KIT



WEIGHING SCALES AND MEASURING JUG



At a pinch, you could get away without a set of scales if you are making a basic Seville orange marmalade, as you can buy a weight of oranges and the weight of sugar is printed on the bags. You will, however, need a measuring jug for liquids – most digital scales have millilitre measures but I still prefer to use a large measuring jug, and I find it easier to pour liquid from a measuring jug into the pan than from a bowl.



SQUEEZER



I have a large and a small squeezer to use for different sizes of citrus fruit, and a wooden reamer, which I use for fruit that doesn’t have pips, such as limes.



PRESERVING PAN



I had always used my mother’s very large aluminium preserving pan until a recent investment in an all-singing-and-dancing stainless steel version, which is less cumbersome. It is also easy to clean – I soak it overnight and it takes minutes to wash the following day. It has a volume measure on the inside of the pan, which is useful, and a pouring lip, which is handy when you get to the end of potting up and you only have a little marmalade left in the bottom of the pan. If you are going to make marmalade every year I highly recommend buying one – you can also use it for jams and chutneys. Small batches of marmalade can be made in a large, deep, wide-based pan, but you need to watch carefully when the marmalade is at a rolling boil, as there is a risk it will bubble over the sides – dangerous, disheartening and no fun to clear up.



GAUZE OR MUSLIN



For most recipes, you will need squares of either of these materials to put the pips, pith and chopped peel on to – the material is then gathered up and tied to make a money-bag-shaped pouch, which is added to the pan when the fruit and liquid are simmering. I usually buy gauze from the chemist, simply because it is easier to find and cheaper than muslin; a 30 x 30cm double-layered square is usually about the right size and sturdy enough. Have a ball of kitchen string to hand too – if you don’t have string, you can use a clean elastic band. I leave one end of the string long enough to be able to tie the pouch to the handle of the preserving pan and immerse it in the marmalade mix; this makes it easier to remove.



SPOONS



A long-handled wooden spoon is useful for stirring. You will also need a few cutlery spoons for testing the set of the marmalade. If you have a soup spoon, its deeper bowl makes it perfect for scooping out marmalade to test the set.



KITCHEN THERMOMETER



I own a kitchen thermometer, which clearly shows the setting temperature – 104.5°C. I sometimes use it to help me tell when my marmalade is near setting point, but I still find the wrinkle test the easiest method of all (see here).



SAUCERS



Make sure you have a few saucers to hand, ready to pop into the freezer so you can test for setting point using the wrinkle test.



MEASURING JUG OR LADLE



Both of these are useful for transferring the hot marmalade from the pan into the sterilised jars. I tend to use a small measuring jug, which I find easiest of all.



WIDE-NECKED FUNNEL



Not essential, but avoids messy filling of jars and is particularly useful if you have jars with narrow necks.



JARS AND STERILISING



The fruit you use and the length of time you boil the marmalade will affect the amount you make and the number of jars you need. I have noted the volume made for each recipe as a guide – these are based on a 340g jar for simplicity. Each 340g jar holds about 300ml.

If you are going to make marmalade in earnest, you will need quite a collection of jars. The first port of call is friends and family; ask them to save them for you and to make it their mission to eat up the contents of jars with scant amounts remaining. Any jars will do as long as they are not chipped, are clean and have tight-fitting lids. If you have pre-used jars and the lids have corroded, throw them out; you can use a waxed disc and a cellophane cover for the jar instead or, even better, source a replacement lid.

You need to sterilise the jars (and the lids) before you use them. First wash them in hot soapy water, then rinse them and place them in the oven at 140°C/fan 120°C/gas 1 for 15–20 minutes. Sterilise the lids at the same time, but first remove the rubber bands from any clip-top jars. You need to fill the jars while they are hot – I sterilise them just before I bring my marmalade to a rolling boil to set it.



WAXED DISCS AND LABELS



Waxed discs create a seal on the top of the hot marmalade; make sure you put them into the jar wax (shiny) side down before securing a circular cellophane cover on top with an elastic band. Or, best of all, use a tight-fitting lid so that a waxed disc isn’t necessary (although I do often still add it for nostalgic reasons as much as anything else). You can buy sets of waxed discs and cellophane covers from good cook-shops or online suppliers (see here). If you want to add patterned paper tops, put these over the lids once the jars are cold – I sometimes cut out circles from wrapping papers I particularly like or from simple brown parcel paper, and secure them with coloured string or ribbon. I prefer to use tie-on labels (see here), but adhesive labels are more practical if you are making a lot of marmalade. Stick them on the jars when the marmalade is cold – hot jars and sticky labels aren’t a good mix, the labels will slide off.


MARMALADE BASICS



1. WHOLE FRUIT METHOD



The fruit is simmered whole, then shredded and further cooked with sugar.



2. JELLY METHOD



The fruit is juiced and shredded and the pith and pips are often put into a pouch to immerse in the cooking liquid when you simmer the peel in water and juice.

The whole fruit method is less time-consuming to prepare than the jelly method, but the jelly method will give a clearer result and I prefer it for elegant, fresh-tasting marmalades – this is the method I use for a classic Seville orange marmalade. The whole fruit method tends to give a fleshier, meatier end result. I vary the method depending on the fruit I am using and the finished marmalade I want to create. I like the whole fruit method for marmalades made with darker sugars, but also like to use it for my pink grapefruit marmalade, for optimum fruitiness and fleshy texture.



CITRUS FRUIT



All true marmalades contain citrus fruit and usually have the peel included. The bitter or Seville orange is the king of the citrus when it comes to marmalade-making. It has a thicker skin and more spongy pith than a regular orange; the pips are large and plentiful and the juice is quite sour, more like a lemon than an orange. It has a high pectin content, bringing a good set to marmalade. I use organic Seville oranges – I prefer to use fruit that I know hasn’t been sprayed, as the peel is so integral to the recipe. Even so, I always give the fruit a light scrub under cold running water before I use it.

Frantically making a few batches of Seville orange marmalade when the oranges are in season is part of the appeal, but it seems a shame to restrict marmalade-making to only six weeks each year. There are lots of other citrus fruit to use during the other months. Whichever citrus you choose, use firm, fresh fruit. For best results it is preferable for the fruit to be slightly under-ripe or ripe, never over-ripe.

You can freeze Seville oranges; pectin is pretty resilient and most commercially made marmalade is made from pre-frozen orange flesh and/or peel. Long freezing can adversely affect the final set of the marmalade, though, so I try to use frozen Seville oranges within six months. I bag them up in 1kg quantities, which is the amount I need for a batch of classic Seville orange marmalade, and freeze them. If, like me, you don’t have a big freezer, cajole friends and family into storing them for you in return for a jar or two later in the year. I have bags of oranges squirrelled away in several borrowed freezers every year.



SUGARS



Sugar preserves marmalade. Granulated and demerara sugars are the most commonly used; caster sugar has a finer grain, which is ideal for baking but unnecessary for marmalade-making.

There are both preserving sugars and jam sugars on the market. Jam sugars have added pectin in them, and preserving sugar has larger crystals than granulated sugar – these dissolve more slowly so reduce stirring, and they froth less too. In general, I don’t tend to use either of these but spend the extra pennies on unrefined cane sugars, which are cheaper anyway. I like the flavour they bring to my marmalade – if you taste a little white granulated sugar alongside a golden granulated sugar you will notice the difference: the golden sugar has caramel undertones and more depth of flavour. Using golden granulated sugar in a classic Seville orange marmalade will result in a slightly less bright jelly than if you use white granulated sugar, but it will be delicious and that, after all, is the most important thing. The exception is when I make marmalade from sweet oranges, when I use jam sugar to boost the pectin and setting qualities. I sometimes add soft dark brown sugars or treacle to add richness to marmalades – the varieties are endless.

Ideally, warm the sugar before you add it to the fruit and liquid. This prevents the temperature of the marmalade decreasing when the sugar is added, resulting in a shorter cooking time, which is preferable for flavour. However, on days when I’m using the oven for other things or I forget, I don’t do this, and I have made lots and lots of delicious marmalade both ways. One thing not to forget, and absolutely crucial to success, is to ensure that all the sugar granules have dissolved before you turn up the heat and boil the marmalade to set it. Dissolving the sugar can take 15–20 minutes or longer in big batches, so be patient.



SHRED



The thickness of the shred I choose depends on the fruit I am using and the marmalade I am making. Shredding the peel before it is simmered means it cooks more quickly and evenly. For an elegant marmalade such as a classic Seville orange or a tangerine, lemon and lime, I prefer a fine to medium shred, but for a darker orange marmalade, a thicker, chunkier cut of peel seems right. I use these as general guidelines – a fine or thin cut shred is 1.5–3mm, a medium cut is 3–5mm, and a thick cut is more than 5mm and up to 8mm.



TO SOAK OR NOT TO SOAK?



For jelly marmalades, ideally soak Seville orange peel and other tough peels overnight before simmering them. It makes them quicker to cook. However, if you want to make Seville orange marmalade all in one day, it will still work perfectly well if you omit the soaking time.



STIRRING



Stir your marmalade now and then while the sugar is dissolving, to make sure it doesn’t stick to the bottom of the pan or burn. Once the marmalade is at a rolling boil, there is no need to stir it. If you think it is catching, slowly drag a wooden spoon over the bottom of the pan rather than stirring enthusiastically.



A ROLLING BOIL



As soon as you have dissolved the sugar in the marmalade, you need to increase the heat and bring the mass to what is known as a rolling boil – there will be bubbles all over the surface of the marmalade, not just the edges, and it will bubble vigorously.



SETTING POINT



Pectin is essential to make your marmalade set. Most of the pectin in citrus fruit is beneath the skin in the pith, but it is also in the pips and fruit membranes (think of it as the glue in your marmalade). Pectin works with the citrus fruit, sugar and acid in the marmalade to make it set. Sweet oranges have a lower pectin content than bitter oranges, so adding a pectin-rich fruit such as quince or Bramley cooking apple and/or lemon can help to achieve a good set. I sometimes use jam sugar with added pectin too.

The texture of marmalade varies, but none should be so stiff that they don’t spread (‘rock in a pot’, as the experts call it!) A classic Seville orange should have a good jelly-like set; others such as lemon or blood orange will have a softer set unless you add extra pectin. I usually prefer not to, and to make marmalades with a range of textures. The amount of pectin in Seville oranges varies during their season, so it isn’t unusual for setting times to vary slightly from batch to batch anyway. Don’t expect the results to always be consistent – that is, after all, the difference between home cooking and manufacturing.

If the recipe involves a pouch with pith and pips in it that is suspended in the pan while the fruit and liquid simmer, press the pouch against the side of the pan with the back of a wooden spoon as you lift it out of the marmalade to ensure that any extra pectin is extracted and goes back into your marmalade. It’s a good idea to put the pouch into a bowl to cool slightly before giving it a final squeeze with your hands above the preserving pan before discarding it – wearing clean washing-up gloves makes this task less hazardous. It’s the best way to make sure you have extracted every last bit of pectin.

Start testing for setting point after 15 minutes of boiling at a rolling boil. The setting point will vary depending on the batch size, the intensity of the rolling boil and the mixture of fruit.

You can test if your marmalade is set in several different ways. You can use a cook’s sugar thermometer – the setting point of marmalade is 104.5°C and a thermometer can help to reassure the nervous first-time marmalade-maker. I do have one but don’t always use it; it is useful but not essential.

Some marmalade-makers use the flake test. This involves dipping a wooden spoon into the marmalade, then holding it above the pan and turning it a few times. If the marmalade is set, it drops from the spoon as a flake or sheet of drips.



THE WRINKLE TEST



For me, by far the most reliable way to test for a set is to use the wrinkle test. I put a few saucers into the freezer before bringing the marmalade to a rolling boil, then, when I think my marmalade is at setting point, I turn the heat off under the pan (or reduce it to a very low setting), spoon a little hot marmalade on to one of the cold saucers from the freezer and leave it for a minute or so. If the marmalade is set, it will move slowly when you tilt the saucer and the surface will wrinkle when you push your finger into it. You will find that your finger will leave a little channel, which will then re-fill. If setting point hasn’t been achieved, boil the marmalade for a further 5 minutes and repeat. As a rule, remember that it is preferable to have a softer-set marmalade than an overset one; you can always re-boil it to set it further.



SKIMMING



Traditionally, marmalade-makers add a small knob of butter to marmalade at the end of cooking to disperse the foamy scum (air bubbles) that is produced from boiling. I leave the marmalade to settle, off the heat, once it is at setting point, which helps the bubbles to subside, and a gentle stir – ideally in one direction – disperses any that are left. If there is excess, I skim it off with a spoon.



FILLING THE JARS AND STORING



Allowing the marmalade to settle for 15 minutes once it has reached setting point gives the shredded peel a chance to






JARS AND LABELS – A FEW RECOMMENDATIONS
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TIPS FOR SUCCESS
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GOOD THINGS TO KNOW
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