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THE ART OF POACHED FRUITS

© Marieke Brugman

Bowls of seasonal poached fruits are a constant and much praised feature of my breakfast table and I am invariably asked how they have been cooked.

Perfectly poached fruit can be enjoyed in its own right, at breakfast with natural yoghurt and home-made muesli, well-drained as a basis for luscious tartes, or as a warm dessert with ice-cream, clotted cream, flavoured crème anglaise or sheep's milk yoghurt left to drain overnight in a muslin-lined sieve and rounded out with aromatic honey and/or freshly ground cardamom seeds.
Some simple rules apply. Always make sure the fruit is well submerged in the syrup, never let it boil and select fruit in season of perfect ripeness. Start with the concept of a simple syrup (equal parts of water and sugar), appropriately flavoured with spices or peels. Some of the water can be replaced with alcohol. Some fruits like apricots and rhubarb need hardly any liquid at all.

Quinces

Until recently a backyard fruit, these regal autumn-winter fruits are now more widely available. Peel, core and quarter 4-6 quinces. Make a simple syrup combining 3 cups of water with 3 cups of sugar, 1 split vanilla pod, 6 cloves, 2 star anise. Make sure that quinces are completely submerged in the syrup and simmer on the lowest heat (This will take 3-4 hours), or place in a covered non metallic oven proof dish in a very low oven overnight, until quinces are tender and papal red in colour. Cool and store in their syrup.

Figs

Carefully peel 12 figs if the skin is coarse. Make a syrup of 1½ cups water, ½ cup green ginger wine, 2 cups sugar, a cinnamon stick and a teaspoon of aniseed. Simmer 10-15 minutes over low heat, in a single layer, until tender, ensuring they stay whole Cool and store in the syrup.

Pears

Packham, William and Corella are all suitable. Peel and leave whole if small, otherwise core and halve. For 6 pears, make a syrup of 1 cup water, 1 cup sherry, 2 cups sugar, peel from an orange, a cinnamon stick and a split vanilla bean. Partly cover the saucepan with a lid and simmer for about 2 hours. Remove the lid, allow the syrup to reduce and the pears to take on a glacé appearance. This make take another hour over very gentle heat.

It is possible to omit the sherry and go for a red wine syrup, great for winter desserts, or go with white wine and add a generous sprinkle of saffron threads instead, for golden hued, regal looking pears.
Rhubarb

To avoid having to add too much sugar, take 2 red apples peeled, cored and cubed, and/or a punnet of chopped strawberries to one bunch chopped rhubarb. Add the juice of one orange and 50ml water. Simmer and stir until rhubarb has collapsed. At the end add enough sugar for taste and balance.
Alternatively prepare a simple syrup, add threads of julienned ginger and orange zest, and cut rhubarb into attractive even lengths. Place the rhubarb and the syrup into a ziplock bag, eliminating any extra air. Place the ziplock bag into simmering water, no hotter than 80 degrees, and simmer the fruit until tender. This ensures the rhubarb pieces stay whole.
Apricots

Wash halve and core 12 large apricots. Place in a large shallow saucepan. Add the juice and peel of a large ripe lemon and a scant ½ cup of water and ½ cup sugar. Set over very low heat, about 10 minutes, until fruit is soft, but not collapsed.
Peaches

Wash, but do not peel peaches. Their skin gives off a wondrous pink colour. Combine 1 cup water, 1 cup champagne and 2 cups of sugar with a split vanilla bean. Poach peaches very gently for about 20 minutes. Remove peaches from syrup and peel. Return peel to syrup and cook a further 10 minutes to concentrate the syrup and strain back over the peaches.
Remaining syrup may be later diluted with fine sparkling wine and turned into an exquisite jelly set with leaf gelatin (approximately 8 leaves to 1 litre).






