
Jam Junkie
by
Eyes Right 
Lower Wilson Pond, ME - I consider myself now on the way to becoming a master jam maker.   This is a relatively recent development.  Last year at this time I barely knew how to spell JAM, and now I am making it like crazy.   In the past few days, I have produced over 35 jars of wild blueberry jam, and have plans to make even more in the next week.  Does this sound like addiction?  Do I need a 12-step program?
Actually, none of this began here in Maine.  Last year I discovered a patch of wild blackberries near our home in Virginia.  I decided to return to my Kentucky roots when, as a young child, I picked copious quantities of blackberries with my Mom each summer.  She would make blackberry jam, preserves, jelly, and pies with our pickins'.  However, I had no interest in what we did with the berries, other than eating the final product.  I left Kentucky with a love for the blackberries goodies, but without a clue as to how they were made in the kitchen.
This local stash of blackberries was now literally in my grasp, so I decided that it was time to do some research on making jam.   Obviously, the first step was to go directly to the Internet.  There I found scores of recipes and accompanying advice.  The first thing I learned was that I needed to head to my local supermarket to buy some pectin and canning supplies.  This is when I became a fan of Sure Jell.  In case that you have not heard of it, Sure Jell is a product sold by Kraft (now Kraft Heinz) with these promising words under the name, "Premium Fruit Pectin."    The marketing pitch on the box further states that it is "made with pectin from real fruit."  I felt assured.
It turns out that pectin was first discovered nearly 200 years ago by a Frenchman, Henri Braconnot, by extracting it from apple peels.  It is a complicated process to produce the pectin, involving considerable chemistry using acids and precipitates and salts and vacuum extraction.  The final product is used to allow your mixture of berries and sugar to set, that is, to congeal so that the resulting jam is not a runny liquid, but a spreadable consistency for your toast or English muffins.  I skipped all of this manufacturing stuff by simply handing over $3.69 for a box of Sure Jell, enough to make about eight 8 ounce jars of jam.  
My first attempts in Virginia making blackberry jam met with mixed success.   But I was learning, and now, a year later, my results are consistently good.  Here in Maine in mid-August the wild blueberries have ripened on the small bushes which can often cover a hillside.  Picking them is safer than gathering blackberries for two reasons:  blueberry bushes do not have thorns, and there are no poisonous snakes here in Maine.  Both of these “issues” confront blackberry pickers, both in Kentucky and in Virginia.
I now have an assembly line process here in our lake-side cabin in Maine.   Once I return from blueberry pickin' with several colanders of fruit, I wash and sort the berries from the small leaves and debris that have also found their way into the mix.  Martine, the lovely woman who owns this set of cabins, showed me how to do the sorting in a far more efficient manner by pouring the contents of the colander onto a flat board which is elevated at a small angle.  The round blueberries roll down the ramp into a bowl and the debris stays on the ramp.  (I will not tell you how many hours I had spent on earlier batches picking all the bad stuff out of a sink of water by hand!)
While doing the sorting, I heat water in a large pot to a rapid boil to sterilize the Mason (canning) jars and lids.  Because canning is such a big deal up here in Maine, the local general store has stacks of Mason jars of all sizes and shapes for sale.  (I had trouble finding them in suburban Virginia).  Once the jars are sterilized, I pull them out of the boiling water with tongs and set them and the lids aside.  Then 6 cups of blueberries go into a large pan where I mash them up "some" and then mixing in the pectin before placing the entire batch on the stove.  As it is heated to a rolling boil, it is critical to stir constantly.  At this point I rapidly add 4 cups of sugar to the mix, continue stirring, and wait until this concoction boils (again rapidly) for exactly one minute.  Then the pan comes off the burner and I immediately fill the Mason jars with this very hot mixture.  Once the lids are put into place, there is one more step.  I have to carefully insert the filled jars back into the boiling water for 10 more minutes of cooking.  When I remove the jars to cool, there is a reassuring pop of the lids indicating that they have been sealed properly. The result is six half pint jars of incredibly sweet goodness. 
So far I have 44 jars of jam remaining after giving 3 to my muse, Martine.  Over the next year I will hand out many of the others to friends and family and will, of course, consume
my share at breakfasts, always with a satisfied smile.  I like being a jam junkie.
I thought you might like to know.
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