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About Choosing Fruit and Vegetables

When you are canning, you will generally look for the best and freshest produce you can find. How-

ever, in some situations (when making jelly, for instance), the fruit doesn’t have to look perfect and can 

even have insect holes and bruised parts. Consider these points when choosing produce for canning, 

and balance them according to your priorities.

If you’re making jam for gifts (or sale, if that’s permitted in your jurisdiction), you probably do need to 

pick the best quality fresh, local fruit. However, a blend of just slightly underripe and fully ripe fruit will 

give the best balance of flavor and texture.

Organic produce is a great choice if you can afford it, but don’t expect it to look as “perfect” as the 

commercially grown equivalent.

It’s useful to find out what branding marks identify locally grown fruit in your area, read stickers on 

fruit to find out where produce was grown, and watch out for vendors who (carelessly or intentionally) 

display imported fruit under a sign that says it’s “local.”

Generally speaking, recently picked, underripe fruit contains the most pectin.

apple picking in Toronto. Plums and cherries at the market in St. Jacobs, Ontario.
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Farmers and market vendors will often give you a significant price cut if you offer to buy a large quan-

tity of “seconds”—oddly shaped, blemished, overripe, or otherwise iffy produce.

It’s a bad idea to buy more fruit or vegetables than you can cook within the next twenty-four hours. 

Better to pass up a bargain than to compost a bushel of rotting food.

When choosing whether a piece of fruit is good enough to can, ask yourself whether you would eat it 

as is. If so, there’s no reason not to can it, says audra Wolfe of the blog Doris and Jilly Cook.

even in the city, you will find lots of fruit and flowers that can be made into jams, jellies, and pickles. 

However, be certain they have not been sprayed with chemical pesticides, and be extra careful wash-

ing them to remove toxins from urban air pollution. (That said, one must recognize that many farms are 

next to busy highways these days.)

Some citrus fruit is waxed to preserve it and make it look attractive on the fruit stand. avoid buying 

waxed fruit if possible; it’s very hard to scrub the wax off.

On the subject of worms: what your guests don’t know won’t hurt them.

ripe tomatoes at niagara on the Lake, Ontario.
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The Best Things in Life are Free: About Foraging

Cookbook authors—particularly those from France and england—rhapsodize about gathering 

dew-kissed hips and haws from the hedgerows, and even residents of the most industrialized urban 

environments can have fun wild-gathering some edibles from the local landscape, even if it’s only a 

handful of mint from an overgrown empty lot.

I have learned from experience that many homeowners are charmed when you ask permission to 

make jelly with apples from the tree on their property (jelly is a particularly good choice, because it 

doesn’t call for perfect-looking fruit). Many folks don’t realize that fruit from their ornamental crabapple 

or messy mulberry can be turned into delicious preserves, let alone those dandelions they wish would 

not bloom so plentifully on their front lawn.

I personally would never pick fruit from a public park, but numerous school, church, or business 

properties offer opportunities for urban harvesting (with permission, of course). across north america, 

individuals and organizations are waking up to the untapped bounty of urban fruit trees, and groups 

are springing up whose sole purpose is to make that fruit available to city dwellers. Here in Toronto, 

the group called not Far From the Tree organizes volunteers to pick fruit from trees on private prop-

erty, with shares in the yield going to the pickers, the property owners, and local food charities.

another amenity of my own city is a bylaw banning the use of chemical pesticides and fertilizers, 

which makes it easier for me to be certain I’m not going to poison anyone with my preserves 

(a definite faux pas). Here’s some further foraging etiquette.

•	Never	pick	fruit	without	getting	permission	from	the	property	owner.

•	If	someone	gives	you	fruit	from	their	garden	or	property,	give	them	some	of	the	jam	or	pickles	
			you	make	from	it.

•	Be	very	certain	you	know	how	to	identify	the	correct	plant.

•	In	the	wild,	only	gather	a	tiny	sample	of	any	plant	you	find	growing.

•	Leave	some	fruit	for	the	birds.	
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Food Prep Tips

Some canning books, and most standard cookbooks like The Joy of Cooking, give detailed advice on 

peeling, chopping, and slicing all manner of fruits and vegetables. The following basic rules will see 

you through most operations, however.

• To skin peaches, tomatoes, almonds, onions, and similar foods, dip them into boiling water for about  

   a minute, then into cold water. The skins should slip off easily.

• To skin garlic or cardamom pods, simply crush them under the flat of the knife first.

• The basic rule of chopping any fruit or vegetable is to slice it in half or shave a thin layer off one side  

   first so you have a flat base to work on—then it’s easy to cut the object into a series of slices or  

   cubes and there’s less risk of cutting yourself if the item you’re chopping will stay still while you’re  

   slicing into it. Ginger may seem hard to chop, but if you start with a thumb-shaped piece and shave  

   thin slices off each side until it’s roughly squared off, then you can peel any remaining skin off each  

   corner and chop as you like. 

• If you’re trying to achieve a very fine chop, slice the food into medium cubes, then, holding the knife  

   handle with one hand and steadying the pointed end of the blade with the other, rock your knife  

   back and forth over the pile until it reaches the texture you want.

• With fruits that have a large, solid stone (like peaches, plums, and mangoes), start by slicing off  

   about one-third of the fruit, as close to the stone as possible. Then you’ll either be able to pop out  

   the stone or slice the remaining flesh neatly off in a few cuts.

• Cutting dried fruits like figs and apricots can be a sticky mess. use kitchen scissors that have been  

   lightly rubbed with vegetable or nut oil to make the job easier.

• If chopping onions makes you cry, it may help to run your hands and knife under cold water  

   occasionally as you chop.

• You can’t be too careful when working with hot peppers. never touch your face (especially your  

   eyes) while handling them, and don’t expose your face to the steam rising from the cooking pot. Be  

   certain the volatile oils have subsided before you bathe or touch anyone else’s skin for an hour or  

   two afterwards. Wearing disposable surgical gloves (available in most drugstores) is a good idea. 
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Slicing Citrus Rind: The Cheater’s Way Versus the 
Stickler’s Way 

Slicing	citrus	is	inevitable	when	making	marmalade,	and	there	are	many	ways	to	approach	it.	Here	

are	two,	which	will	suite	very	different	kitchen	personalities.

The	Stickler’s	Way:	Poach	or	parboil	the	citrus	first.	Cut	each	fruit	in	half	through	the	
middle,	and	use	a	spoon	to	scoop	out	the	semi-liquefied	flesh,	membranes,	pulp,	and	seeds	

(these	can	be	saved,	to	be	used	later	in	the	recipe).	Cut	the	half-rind	in	half	again.	Flatten	each	

piece	of	softened	rind,	remove	the	base	of	the	stem,	and	slice	into	very	thin	shreds	(you	may	

wish	to	trim	the	longest	shreds	in	half).	You	can	use	this	technique	with	recipes	like	Victorian-Style	

Seville	Orange	Marmalade	(p.	XXX),	Grapefruit	Marmalade	(p.	XXX),	and	Lemon	and	Fig	Marma-

lade	with	Lavender	(p.	XXX).

The	Cheater’s	Way:	Before	cooking	the	fruit,	cut	it	into	quarters	lengthwise.	Cutting	
through	two	quarters	at	a	time,	slice	off	the	“nose,”	or	thin	stem	end,	and	then	slice	into	very	

thin	wedges,	removing	any	seeds	as	they	appear.	Discard	any	pieces	that	are	all	rind	with	no	

flesh.	You	can	use	this	technique	with	recipes	like	Tangerine	Marmalade	(p.	XXX),	Strawberry	

Lemon	Marmalade	(p.	XXX),	Blueberry	Lemon	Marmalade	with	Lavender	(p.	XXX),	and	Winter	

Plum	Conserve	(p.	XXX).

Safety First
Canning	should	not	be	rushed.	If	you	are	new	to	canning,	allow	yourself	at	least	a	four-hour	

window	of	time	to	try	out	a	recipe.	If	the	recipe	states	that	something	needs	to	cook	for	more	

than	half	an	hour,	add	extra	time.	When	you	become	accustomed	to	the	process,	you	may	find	

yourself	whacking	out	batches	of	jam	in	ninety	minutes,	but	rushing	the	job	will	only	lead	to	

spoiled	batches,	unhappy	cooks,	and	the	need	to	break	out	the	first-aid	kit.

Use	well-sharpened	knives,	and	don’t	get	caught	up	in	the	fantasy	that	you	are	some	sort	of	

Iron Chef contestant	who	can	do	that	choppity-chop	thing	and	render	down	a	turnip	in	a	trice.	

This	is	how	fingers	are	lost.
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Maceration

In the fine French tradition of jam-making, fruits are often allowed to macerate overnight before being 

cooked. To macerate something is to allow it to soften in a liquid; if you toss berries or sliced fruits in 

sugar and let them sit overnight, a lot of juice will be extracted and the structure of the fruit will start to 

break down. This will make the fruit in the finished jam more concentrated, and will give it a brighter 

color. as you become familiar with jam-making, you might want to try macerating your fruit even if the 

recipe doesn’t call for it. 

Freezing Berries for Jam

If you acquire far more berries than you can deal with, you can store them in the freezer until you have 

time to put them up. You simply mix ¾ cup of sugar with 4 cups of washed berries (with any stems 

or leaves removed). Cut larger berries in half. They can be stored in covered containers (leave a little 

space for the frozen fruit to expand) or in freezer bags.

although the quality of the fruit will diminish if you leave them there too long, a short visit of up to two 

or three weeks will actually act like maceration, breaking down the berries’ structure and releasing the 

juice into the sugar. Just remember to cut down the sugar in your recipe by the amount that’s already 

in the fruit!

Sugar and Spice, When Heated, Are Nice
In any recipe that calls for adding sugar to a warm fruit mixture, it’s a good idea to heat the sugar first, 

in a heatproof dish placed into an oven set to 250°F (120°C) until it has warmed through. This helps 

the sugar dissolve smoothly into the mix.

Similarly, when a recipe calls for the addition of spices (e.g., peppercorns, whole cloves, cinnamon 

sticks, or allspice berries), help to release the flavor into your food by gently toasting the spices first in 

an ungreased frying pan on medium heat. Keep a close eye on them and stir them frequently while 

they heat up, then take them off the heat as soon as they begin to release their aroma into the air.
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Food Coloring

Many canning cookbooks suggest using artificial food coloring to bump up the color of preserves. 

For instance, it’s common to find mint jelly recipes that call for green food coloring; otherwise the jelly 

will be a pale yellow-green. I can see the fun of making crazy-colored jellies for kids, but—apart from 

the question as to whether all commercial food colorings are safe to eat—I tend to prefer the paler, 

earthier colors of the uncolored jams and jellies.

If you’re interested in experimenting, you might want to play with some natural coloring agents. 

Canadian food historian elizabeth Driver has informed me that early Ontario settler and author 

Catherine Parr Traill colored her apple jelly by adding a few beet slices, though I imagine this would 

affect the flavor a little bit. Blueberries, strawberries, carrots, and the skins of red apples and dark 

grapes are among the other foods with strong color.

If you use slices of low-acid foods like carrots or beets in your jam mixture for their color, don’t put 

them in the jars, as this could affect the safety of the recipe.

Size Matters 

When I first started to experiment with preserves, I thought small-batch preserving was for losers and 

would make massive quantities at once. What this meant was that I’d battle for space in the canner 

and on the counter, fight constantly to keep pots of molten sugar from boiling over, and often had to 

wait as long as two hours for a batch to gel. This is no convenience.

now that I’m a more experienced canner, I think a jam recipe that calls for 4 to 6 cups of fruit is ideal; 

for jelly, 6 to 8 lb (2¾ to 3½ kg) of fruit is sufficient. If you really want to can 25 lb (11 kg) of fruit in a day, 

you can; just run it through in smaller batches. That way, there’s less risk of spoiling all your fruit if one 

batch doesn’t turn out as planned. and if you’re wise, you’ll call up a couple of friends to split the labor 

and share the profits. 
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Don’t Stir the Edges of Your Pot

The great chef escoffier explained that the scum that forms when cooking fruits can cause jams to 

crystallize later—and so can sugar from the edges of the pot or the stem of the spoon, if it gets stirred 

back into the jam. Therefore, one must resist the thrifty urge to scrape the sides of the jam pot while 

it’s cooking. When filling the jars, I lift the jam from the center of the pot with a spoon or ladle. It also 

probably doesn’t hurt to clean your stirring spoon from time to time.

About Jelly Bags

The most beautiful jellies are crystal clear, with no sediment or uneven thickening, which is why fruit 

juice for jelly is strained through fine cloth first. You can use a purpose-bought jelly bag, which is often 

made with an elasticized edge so it will fit snugly over a funnel or container.

The classic old-fashioned method is to use several layers of cheesecloth or muslin; a wide-weave 

dishtowel works too. It should, of course, be clean, and if new, it’s best if it’s been washed a few times 

to remove any residual dye, bleach, or sizing in the fabric. (another great choice? a worn-out T-shirt.)

Depending on the quantity of fruit pulp, it’s often a good idea to run the mixture through a coarse 

strainer or food mill first, to remove large undissolved chunks, stems, seeds, and so on. Then you may 

lay the fabric into a large sieve or colander over a bowl, or tie the fruit up into a bundle and suspend 

it with sturdy kitchen cord from a handy overhead rack or shelving unit or hanging basket. There are 

also inexpensive stand-up wire or plastic devices designed to suspend jelly bags over bowls.

Whichever approach you use, remember to dampen the fabric first; otherwise a large amount of 

precious juice will get sucked into the fabric instead of the bowl. If you intend to reuse your jelly bag, 

wash, rinse, and air-dry it very carefully after each use. Ideally, you should boil it like your jars to steril-

ize it before each new use.
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