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Since Rick Worrell’s search for 
Scotland’s ancient apple trees 
(see issue 56, page 32) and the 

genetic testing that followed it, we 
now know that true crab apple trees, 
Malus sylvestris, are bone fide natives. 
The suggestion is that we rename 
them ‘wild apples’, to accord them 
proper status and persuade people 
to look harder for, and at, some of 
the magnificent veteran specimens 
that grow in southern and western 
Scotland.

I have been gathering crab apples 
since I was a small child and the 
making of jelly has been an annual 
ritual ever since. I can recall doing 
it in a university pantry and in 
my husband’s one-room hospital 
accommodation when he was a young 
doctor. The gathering is a delight and 
the process is simple.

Crab apple jelly
Late autumn, when the majority of 
crabs have fallen, is the easiest time 
to collect from the forest floor. You 
can also gather them from the branch 
when they are still green, when they 
will yield a very strongly setting jelly, 
or you can just heap up the small 
yellow apples in a basket and give 
them a wash when you get home. 
Place the washed apples in a large, 

preferably heavy-bottomed, pan. 
Cover with water (they float, but 
make sure they are well covered when 
they start to do so). Bring to the boil 
and simmer gently for between one 
and two hours. I find that a long, slow 
cooking gives a deeper coloured jelly.

Once the apples have fully 
disintegrated you should have a 
loose pulp. If it seems too stiff, add 
some more boiling water. Strain the 
mixture through cloth. I do this 
by tying a piece of old sheet to the 
four legs of an inverted stool, using 
four thick rubber bands to secure it. 
Place an appropriate vessel beneath, 
then carefully (because it’s hot!) tip 
the pulp into this improvised bag. 
Leave to strain for a few hours then 
measure the liquor into the same 
heavy bottomed pan, but wash the 
pan first. Using an imperial measure, 
add one pound of sugar to every pint 
of liquor. You can also add flavourings 
at this stage: lemon zest and juice, 
cinnamon, or mint are three 
possibilities but the plain jelly is well-
flavoured with a proper acidic tang. 

Wash and heat jars for 15 minutes 
in a low oven to sterilise them. Boil 
the mixture, stirring until the sugar 
has dissolved, then fast boil for a few 
minutes. It usually starts to ‘curd’, 
that is, look gloopy round the edges, 
quite quickly, especially if your fruit 
was not overripe. You can test a 

teaspoonful on a cold saucer to see 
when the setting point is reached. 
Remove pan from heat and cautiously 
fill jars, using a jug to decant the 
very hot liquid. Place lids on them as 
quickly as possible, and tighten these 
a little as they cool.

Verjuice 
The liquor strained from the crab 
apple pulp is verjuice, an ancient and 
good substitute for vinegar. You can 
use it with great results for chutneys 
and pickles, or to boost the setting of 
low-pectin jams such as strawberry. It 
is best to bag and freeze it if you want 
to have it fresh for this purpose the 
following summer.

Roasted crabs 
The song in Shakespeare’s Love’s 
Labour Lost which starts, ‘When 
icicles  hang by the wall’ includes the 
line, ‘And roasted crabs hiss in the 
bowl’. This does not refer to seaside 
crabs but to our small wild apples. 
You can roast them, or any small 
wilding or domesticated apple, in a 
medium oven for 20 to 30 minutes. 
It makes them sweet enough to nibble 
at, or, if you prefer, you can make a 
wassail cup of mulled cider and let 
them hiss in that: delicious and very 
traditional.

Fi Martynoga is a writer and 
environmental campaigner based in the 
Scottish Borders.

There is more to crab apples than jelly, as Fi Martynoga explains.
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