MAXINE KUMIN
Enough Jam for a Lifetime

January 25. Three days of this hard freeze; 10 below at
dawn and a sullen 2 above by midday. After the morning barn
chores, I start hauling quart containers of wild blackberries up
from the basement freezer. I am a little reluctant to begin.

Last August, when the berries were at their most succulent, I
did manage to cook up a sizable batch into jam. But everything
peaks at once in a New England garden, and I turned to the im-
portunate broccolis and cauliflowers and the second crop of bush
beans, all of which wanted blanching and freezing straight-away.
Also, late summer rains had roused the cucumber vines to new
efforts. There was a sudden spurt of yellow squash as well.

Victor went on picking blackberries. Most mornings he
scouted the slash pile along upturned boulders, residue from
when we cleared the last four acres of forage pasture. We've never
had to fence this final field, for the brush forms an impenetrable
thicket on two sides and deep woods encircle the rest.

We've always had blackberries growing wild here and there on
the property, good-sized ones, too. But never such largess, such
abundance. I wondered what this bumper crop signified, after a
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drought-filled summer. Were the Tribulation and the Raprure at

hand?

Long ago [ wrote in a poe
fect fruit to rot,” but that was
my hands—whose enthusiasm be
of the deeply married to exchange vantage points.

Even the horses took up blackberries as a snack. Like toddlers
loose in a popcorn shop, they sidled down the brambly row, cau-
tiously curling their lips back so as to pluck a drooping cluster
free without being stabbed in the muzzle by truly savage thorns.
It was a wonderful sight.

Making jam—even though I complain how long it takes, how
messy it is with its inevitable spatters and spills, how the lids and
the jars somehow never match up at the end of the procedure—

is rich with gratifications. I geta lot of thinking done. I puff up

with feelings of providence. Pretty soon I am flooded with mem-

ories.
My mother
canning, freezing,

of patience, developed in anothe
would mash the blender-buzzed, cooked berries through a strainer

until her arms were as weary as a weight-lifter’s at the end of a
grueling workout. She prided herself on extracting every bit of
pulp from the purple mass.

I find myself talking to her as I work. T am not nearly as dili-
gent, I tell her, thumping the upended strainer into the kitchen
scraps pile, destined for compost. I miss her serious attention to

- detail.
Scullery work used

m, “God does not want / His per-
before I had an addicted picker on
came my labor. It is the habit

used to visit every summer during our pickling,
and jamming frenzy. She had a deep reservoir
r era, for repetitive tasks; she

to make my mother loquacious. 1 liked
hearing about her childhood in the southwestern hilly corner of
Virginia at the turn of the century, how the cooking from May
to October was done in the summer kitchen, a structure loosely
attached to the back of the house, much as many New England
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sheds and barns connect to the farmhouses they supplement. I
liked hearing about my grandfather’s matched pair of driving
horses—Saddlebreds, I gather, from the one surviving snapshot
that shows my mother’s three youngest brothers lined up on one
compliant horse’s back. My mother talked about the family pony
that had a white harness for Sundays. I wonder aloud what a white
harness was made of in the 1890s. Perhaps she had imagined this
it(;xln, but fabricated it lovingly so long ago that it had become
real.

One spectacular late summer day we took my mother down
North Road along Stevens Brook in search of elderberries. We
hiked up and down the sandy edge of the water in several loca-
tions before coming upon an enormous stand of the berries, ripe
to bursting, branches bent double with the weight of them. Af-
ter filling the five-gallon pail we had brought with us, greedily
we started stuffing whole racemes of berries into a spare grain bag.

I had not thought much about dealing with the booty until
we had lugged it triumphantly home. Mother sat at the kitchen
table well past midnight, stripping the berries from their slender
finger filaments into my biggest cooking pot. Even so, the great
elderberry caper took two more days to complete. We prevailed,
eventually boiling the berries with some green apples from our
own trees so that the released pectin would permit the mass to
jell. I don’t believe in additives and scorn commercial pectin, but
I will lean on homegrown apples or rhubarb in order to thicken
the berry soup.

It was amazing what those elderberries had reawakened in my
mother; she was transported. There was the cold cellar, there
stf)od the jars of pickled beets, the Damson plum conserve larded
w1t.h hazelnuts; there, too, the waist-high barrel of dill pickles
weighted down with three flatirons atop a washtub lid. Potatoes
and sweet potatoes, carrots, onions and apples were stored in
eas appropriate to their needs—apples in the dark far corner
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d spookiest) and so on. There was the

springhouse, where milk from the family cow cooled unpasteur-
ized in a metal can set down in a cavity of rocks, and a butter
churn which took hours of push-pulling the paddle to turn the
cream into a finished product.

It was never an idyll Mother described. She remembered
sharply and wryly the labor, the peonage of childhood, when the
most menial and least absorbing tasks were invariably assigned to
the smallest children, especially the girls. She could not escape the
chores of housekeeping for the imagined dramas of field and
barn. But interestingly, chickens seemed always to have been

relegated to the care of females.
Mother loathed the chickens that pecked her feet when she
went into the coop to scatter cheir scratch. She detested egg gath-
d hens off their nests and then be

ering, having to shoo broo
quick about plucking the eggs into the basket; eggs from which

fluff, feathers, and bits of crusty manure had to be removed. |
never saw my mother eat an egg, boiled soft or hard, poached, or
sunny-side up. They were a bit too close to nature for her taste.
Another kitchen thing I hear my mother say as I work, this cold
January noon: “\Warm the plates!” she croons to me from the
Great Beyond. She abhorred the common practice of serving hot
food on cold china. Common is the epithet she would have ap-
plied to it, 2 word that carried powerful connotations of con-

which was the driest (an

tempt.
I reduce five gallons of blackberries to

This wintry day, then,
hree cups of sugar to every four of

serviceable pulp, measure out t
berry mash, and set it boiling, We will have successive batches on

the stove the rest of this day- I have already rummaged for suit-
able jars from the cellar shelves and these 1 will boil for fifteen
minutes on a back burner. Toward the end I will grow more in-
ventive about jars, for there are never enough of the good,

straight-sided variety.
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But.for now, the jam puts up lacy bubbles, rolling around the
top third of my giant cooking pot at 2 full boil. Despite candy
Fhermometers, the only way I trust to gauge when the jam is ready
is dip and drip. From a decent height, off a slotted spoon, I per-
forr.n .this test until the royal stuff begins to form a tiny waterfall.
This is known as sheeting; all the cookbooks describe it, but it’s
a delicate decision to arrive at. Stop too soon and you have a lovel
blackberry sauce to serve over ice cream, sponge cake, or apple)-,
sauce. Continue too long and you have a fatally overcooked mess
of berry leather.

Thc.:r'e is no quality control in my method. Every batch is a kind
of revisionism. It makes its own laws. But the result is pure
fleeply colored, uncomplicated, and unadulterated blackberr)’r
jam, veritably seedless, suitable for every occasion. After it has
cooled, I pour melted paraffin on top of it, tilting the glass to get
an airproof seal. Modern science frowns on so casual an approach
to shutting out microbes, but I don’t apologize. If the wax shows
a spot of mold growing on top after a few months on the shelf, I
can always remove it, wipe the sides clean, and pour a new layer
of wax over all. ’

My mother would go home from her summer visits with a
p'flckage of pickles and jams for her later delectation. When she
died, there were several unopened jars in her cupboard. 1 took
them back with me after the funeral. We ate them in her stead
as she would have wanted us to. Enough jam for a lifetime she’
woulfi say with evident satisfaction after a day of scullery du;y. It
was; it is.




