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Spring 2018, Issue 2 

You can have any colour you like as long as it’s white 

….the sequence of white fruit tree blossom in 

spring! 

Almost all the early flowering fruit trees in the family Rosaceae produce white 

flowers - starting as early as February; pink flowers tend to come later in late 

April, early May, with the apples.  

The National Fruit Collection in Kent have records of the dates that plum, 

pear, cherry and apple varieties flowered every year since 1952. It seems 

spring is coming earlier than it once was and is becoming condensed into a 

much shorter period.  As I write this in late January I already have a few 

flowers on the precocious cherry plum Golden Sphere, and the buds of Coe’s 

Golden Drop are just breaking on the warm house wall (but no bees!).  

We can expect the sequence to be cherry plums and sloes, then damsons and 

gages, then the other plums, followed by the earliest pear blossom, 

overlapping the cherries, then pink and white quince and finally white medlar.   

However, individual Cherry plums trees can be so varied in flowering that for 

two months there is always a cherry plum in blossom.   
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Sloe Prunus spinosa  

Sloe or Blackthorn Prunus spinose on Wortham Ling, Suffolk 

Cherry Plum Prunus cerasifera 

Cherry plums Prunus cerasifera have flowers that are almost always white (some dark leaved forms used as 

street trees have red flowers) that are borne singly, although sometimes mixed with pairs and threes. 

Sometimes they are so close together as to appear to encase the twig.  

Their leaves are unlike many other Prunus being small, slender and with a long tapering tip.  

Unmistakable tiny star like flowers borne 

singly on thorny stems. Some bushes have 

fewer spines and much larger fruit on 

slightly longer stalks and are sometimes 

called var macrocarpa. 
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As the sloes fade, the main plum flowers begin a long period of flowering, often starting with the damsons 

and gages, the Prunus insititia plums.  

Bullace, damsons, some gages, Prunus insititia  

Some gages are Prunus institia too. They generally have shorter flower stalks and longer stamen filaments 

than most other plums, and tend to flower later in normal years, sometimes into May. 

Gages are thought by some botanists to have originated as crosses between P. domestica and P. institia 

and their flowers and flowering dates tend to be intermediate.  

Cherry Plum a) in bud, b) individual flower, c) blossom 

a 

b 

c 

Shropshire Prune Prunus institia, a damson, includes both bullace 

(sometimes called white damsons) and this damson. 



 

Plums, red, yellow, purple, black or green, Prunus x domestica 

Plum flowers vary in size and shape and even in their colour too. Yellow Egg has solid opaque creamy white 

clumps of flowers like lumps of clotted cream. Almost all Prunus species flowers have yellow stamens. 

Generally x domesticas have longer flower stalks and shorter stamen filaments than both cherry plums and 

the Prunus institia plums. They also have a denser more substantial flower and less obviously “stalked” petals. 
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Marjorie’s Seedling, a Prunus domestica plum, has delicate, chalk

-white flowers, each petal with a narrow stalked base so that they 

appear fragile, and indeed, the petals are quickly blown off. 

Wallis Wonder, 

with a large 

flower with very 

long stamens, is 

a late flowering x 

domestica plum. 

The flowers open 

just in front of 

the leaves, as 

can be seen in 

the photo.  

Photo taken  

4th April 2017   

Pear Pyrus communis  

Towards the end of the plums, pear flowers open and overlap with cherries. Pear Pyrus communis flowers 

have pink, purple or dark coloured stamens and this makes it easy to separate pears from plums.  

Pears flowers open at the same time as their leaves. Pears and Cherries open more or less at the same time, 

although pears may be a little earlier. 

This is the open raceme of long stalked large flowers 

of the  pear known in England as Jargonelle.  

Its flowers are arranged in dense umbel-like clusters, 

and as many as 20 small plums per flower per cluster 

can be produced.   

This is the very large late culinary pear known in 

England as St Germain or Uvedale’s St Germain.  

Its flowers are arranged in dense umbel-like clusters. 

although rarely more than two flowers per umbel 

produce fruit .  



 

Williams Bon Chrétien, one of the 

first beurré pears to be widely 

grown in England from the late 18th 

Century.  These pears have short 

stalked flowers often with dense 

overlapping petals. 

In the USA it is called Bartlett.  All  

pears have dark coloured stamens. 

Sweet Cherries Prunus avium 

Usually following the plums and pears, with some overlapping, are sweet cherries Prunus avium.  Like 

pears, the flowers are out as the leaves emerge, so the tongue shaped serrated leaves, quite often 

reddish as they emerge, are a good identification guide. Some wild cherries have a faint pink flush, 

especially as they fade, but generally it’s the non-native oriental cherry species that are pink.  

These are cherry flowers of the variety Napoleon Bigarreau, a so called whiteheart cherry, that used to be very 

common in Eastern England.  Left: Cherry flowers are arranged in dense umbel-like clusters, although rarely 

more than two flowers per umbel produce fruit. The stalks vary from long to very long from a single bud with four 

or five large scales that are retained when the flower open.  Right: The sepals are usually reflexed when the 

flower is fully out.  

Quince Cydonia oblonga 

Quince flowers are white and 

borne singly, although some open 

pink and fade to white. They have 

variously coloured stamens.  

Quince flowers when the blunt 

leaves are almost fully expanded, 

and always at the tip of a shoot. 
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Medlars, with the largest Rosaceous fruit tree 

flowers, come out in May at the same time as the 

normally pink apple flowers. The pure white flat 

flowers are slightly crumpled and often have 

stamens with curved filaments.  The  flowers are 

borne singly at the tip of a cluster of large glossy 

green pointed and deeply grooved leaves.  

Medlar Mespilus germanica  

Medlar Mespilus germanica  

 5 

Rachel Savage, our Project Manager, is leaving us after a year in order to return to her 

important work with national charities. She has worked tirelessly - and cheerfully - for 

Orchards East, and is without doubt one of the reasons why we have already achieved 

so much. She will not, however, be leaving Orchards East entirely, but will be continuing 

to help as a volunteer. 

 

 

 

 

Rachel will be a hard act to follow; but her replacement, Howard Jones, took up his post at the end of 

February. Howard originally trained as a lawyer before moving into nature conservation, working with the 

National Trust in Pembrokeshire and, more recently, here in Norfolk. He has a wide interest in nature 

conservation - and a passion for orchards!!  

Goodbye Rachel and Thank You! 

Welcome to Howard! 

Orchards to be considered for inclusion in 
Historic England’s Register of Parks and 
Gardens  
Historic features, including orchards, still survive in 

our towns, cities, and villages, and are potentially 

important Green Infrastructure features. Many 

historic orchards have been lost since the Second 

World War with farm modernisation and urban 

expansion. Old orchards are undoubtedly historic 

features, but they fall outside the remit of Historic 

England’s Register of Parks and Gardens as they are 

not designed landscapes. However, where an orchard 

is clearly part of a historic park and garden and part of 

the production area along with the walled garden, it 

may be considered for inclusion in the registered area. 

To find out more, visit the Historic England website > 

https://historicengland.org.uk/advice/technical-advice/parks-gardens-and-landscapes/allotments-and-rented-garden-plots-orchards-and-nurseries/#Section3Text


 

 The Joys of being a Food Historian 

Monica Askay  

I seem always to have been interested in all aspects of 
food. My parents were very amused by the fact that 
on a family holiday in France when I was very young 
(under 10) I kept a food diary cataloguing the meals 
we ate every night. 
  
As I grew older I became more and more interested in 

experimenting with cooking dishes from many 

traditions around the world. I became particularly 

interested in how the foods people ate reflected their 

country’s history. Food, I realised, was very much 

influenced by such things as trade, empire, 

occupation and migration. As a nation we have always 

absorbed foods from other cultures and made them 

our own. It will for instance be a surprise to many that 

fish and chips, which we regard as quintessentially 

British, is both fairly recent, and has its roots in other 

cultures. The fried fish is said to have derived from 

Portuguese Jewish immigrants in Tudor times, and the 

fried potatoes originally from Belgium. The idea for us 

to combine the two came late in the C19th, starting 

either in London’s East End, or in Lancashire (there is 

some dispute over the matter).  

I have listened avidly to Radio 4’s The Food 

Programme since the days of Derek Cooper, and have 

been fascinated and inspired. He and his successors 

have fed my curiosity about food (pun intended!).  

Other inspirations include Florence White (founder 

member of the English Folk Cookery Association, an 

organisation which unfortunately disappeared with 

her death in 1940) and her book Good Things in 

England, Dorothy Hartley and her 1954 Food in 

England (although this book can be irritating at times 

as she is often unclear about her sources), and Jane 

Grigson writing in the 1970s and 1980s.  

I find food fashions can be unpredictable, but there do 

seem to be periodic resurgences of interest in 

traditional British foods. I have twice been involved in 

conferences aimed at the food industry where 

emerging food trends (such as insect farming) have 

been considered. My experience has been that reality 

will often go against the tide of trends. There are also 

often several concurrent conflicting influences - such 

as today’s appeal of artisanal foods / community 

orchards / allotments, as against increases in food 

processing. As a child of the 1960s I well remember 

that with the space travel of the era it was thought 

that by now we would be taking all our meals in pill 

form! How wrong that turned out to be!  

Above all, what I find most enjoyable about being a 

food historian is the detective work. As with other 

fields too there are a vast number of myths 

surrounding our food traditions.  

When researching I will often come across the same 

information in several sources, often in almost 

identical wording. It is obvious that the information is 

just being unquestioningly copied, and sometimes 

misinterpreted.  

If the writer is well-respected their comments can be 

trusted. However, it is always best to follow leads 

right back to the original source, whether this be 

Parkinson, Gerard or Evelyn. This can be complicated 

as it is not always clear where the information / recipe 

originally came from. Tracking back and finding the 

original source is, however, immensely satisfying.  

From a research point of view the Internet is a mixed 

blessing! I have come across a great deal of total 

rubbish. It is, however, really great to be able to 

download and refer to such things as the original 1629 

Paradisi in sole paradisus terrestris of John Parkinson, 

which is now available in digitised form. I am always 

amused when TV researchers ring up out of the blue 

and ask for comments on something they assume will 

be really simple. Invariably it is always far more 

complicated! 

Books on historical food often look at the food from 

the perspective of their own times, which is why it is 

so much more satisfying to work from the original 

rather than from the “translation” often provided 

(which can be rather creative with its ingredients).  

My research is not just finding originals of old recipes 

or writings on orchard management.  It also involves 

experimenting with the recipes themselves. It is only 

by following the original recipes that we can really 

understand the flavours of the past. Old recipes can 

be really difficult to follow.  
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The modern practice of listing ingredients is 

comparatively recent, being introduced by Eliza 

Acton in her Modern Cookery for Private Families, 

published in 1845. Medieval manuscript recipes, such 

as those in Forme of Cury from the court of Richard II 

around 1390, assume a lot of pre-existing knowledge 

in the cook.  They are more in the nature of aides 

memoires not always including all the ingredients, 

often omitting quantities and  cooking methods! 

Some C18th domestic cookery manuscripts have 

obviously been written as dictated, with forgotten 

bits added in the wrong order etc.   

It is also a very different thing using modern cooking 

methods and equipment to cooking in front of a fire 

or in a brick oven. My experience of cooking with old 

cooking methods is unfortunately rather limited. I 

have spent time in the Tudor kitchen at Kentwell Hall 

in Suffolk, and also the C17th kitchen at Grayhill 

Farm (also known as Bullace Hill) near Chepstow. 

Learning how to gauge temperatures and cooking 

times is a definite art. Different cooking methods and 

equipment can also give very different results. 

In short I find food history with its links to world 

history and social history really fascinating. There will 

always be more to learn! 

Dr Nevin J Stewart FRSC is a retired industrial chemist from Guildford in 

Surrey. Working with neighbours and friends, he  has developed a 

simple process for making clear apple juice (or crystal clear cider) from 

surplus garden apples, market bought seconds or "wonky" 

supermarket apples, all in a domestic kitchen and at a reasonable price. 

For centuries apple juice has been obtained by a ‘pulp and press’ two 

step method. Apples are fed into a shredder and the resulting pomace 

is pressed. Homemade or mass manufactured, the required kit is large, 

heavy and expensive.  

 

Anyone processing up to 100 kg of apples can generate a higher juice yield than someone employing  a small 

press and the apples are processed in a shorter time. Overall, modern process-thinking coupled with recent 

advances in centrifugal juicer performance and technology reduce a two-step pulp and then press method to 

one that has a single synchronous step. Whole apples are fed in at one end and clear apple juice is drawn off 

by the gallon at the other. The product can be drunk as apple juice or fermented to a dry crystal clear cider. 

The Juice and Strain™ kit is available at Vigo Presses > 

There are two options. At a lower cost, the ‘Strain-kit only’ is suitable for those who already have a suitable 

juicer i.e. one with a spout to which a hose can be attached. At a higher cost, the kit comes complete with a 

high performance Rommelsbacher whole fruit juicer.  

There has been a great deal of publicity for the invention (Dr Nevin is originally from Scotland): 

Gardeners Club > 

The Herald Scotland > 

The Scotsman > 

Dr Stewart has been invited to give a lecture and demonstration at the AGM of the Downland Section of The 

Royal Society of Chemistry on 22nd May at The University of Surrey.  

 Juice and Strain™ kits for making apple juice 

http://www.vigopresses.co.uk/Catalogue/Juicers/Juice-and-Strain-Strain-kit-only-91329
http://www.gardeners-club.co.uk/apple-juice-and-cider-making/
http://www.heraldscotland.com/business_hq/15386427.Cider_kit_secures_deal_for_homebrew_hobbyists/
http://www.scotsman.com/business/companies/retail/retired-chemist-takes-strain-out-of-cider-making-1-4624158
http://www.vigopresses.co.uk/imagecache/a9ec55e2-c043-4d09-b238-a7b7008f1f2d_800x600.jpg


 

It reached a height of 22m and a girth of 2.7m 

when measured in October 2007 and was 

felled in September 2017 when in full leaf and 

crop because its main trunk was deemed 

unsafe… 

By the time I saw the sawn up timber it was too 

late to make any good estimate of age. Centre 

rotted trunks are difficult anyway, especially the 

seemingly common star shaped brown rot 

pattern of Rosaceaous trees. There were 

readable sequences of annual rings exceeding 

120 years to the red rot centre; some outer 

most rings were very close, perhaps another 50 

or so years should be added.   

I had known the tree for 40 years (we arrived as 

neighbours in 1979), and it never seemed to 

change. For me, its interest was initially in its 

size, then, what was it doing in this garden, 

why, was it planted, by whom, how was this 

vast crop used?  

Some of these questions were answered in 

time, by visiting the Suffolk County Council 

archives, by eating the pears and talking to local 

people.  

The house is a listed farmhouse built around 

1500 (flanked by two later and grander farms, 

Rectory and Abbey Farms), no more than 20 

acres and with a few rights to graze cattle on 

the adjacent Great Green. It is a small 

farmstead, one of eight or nine round the 

common. A tough unpredictable living, made 

worse after 1856 when the common was 

enclosed, and all the house received was a few 

extra acres. Some land was sold, probably to  

survive, until just four acres remained.  

The farm became a smithy, the land worked intensively as a market garden selling produce taken by pony and 

trap to two nearby market towns - asparagus, soft fruit, pears, apples, damsons, cobnuts and cherries... This is 

documented in the Diss market archive in 1900, right up to the 1960’s, a sequence of market gardening families. 

Its only recorded name other than Smithy was Rayners, the name of its tenant in the 1890’s.  

 8 

 Requiem for a pear Tree 

Paul Read 

The pear Woodhall in October 2007 when measured at 22m with my new 

clinometer.  Most of the crop was picked off the ground, but as these 

pears were still hard when collected, they were rarely badly bruised.  



 

 

Still present in 1980 were 26 fruit and nut 

trees, in a great range of ages; a few apples on 

post WW2 semi-dwarf rootstocks, large 

cherries trees and apples, an unidentified fig, 

several cobnut stools and a clump of 

shepherd’s bullace.  A huge moribund Blenheim 

Orange, a centuries-old cobnut stool, a multi-

stemmed damson, and two old warden pears, 

one broken down wreck identified as St 

Germain, the other our 22m giant.  Now called 

Woodhall, the newest family arrived in 1985, 

the old pear was hung with a tyre on a rope for 

the children, the entire area gardenified into 

mown grass below the scatter of trees. The old 

pear was tied up with wires to support its 

highest branches by professional arborists. I 

spent hours trying to identify the fruit and nuts. 

The large pear tree defied identification. Clearly 

a culinary warden, and delicious poached in red 

wine, even by December sliced into a salad! It 

too was brought into the modern age. I 

propagated it so that I could have one too. The 

name of the property morphed to Woodhall 

Manor. 

The fruit of pear Woodhall, in late November, best 

harvested late Oct/Nov, kept until early Dec/early Jan.  

This is not a soft sweet beurré pear.  It can be eaten raw,  

juicy but crunchy, and is good in salads, delicious poached 

in red wine, very good roasted  with  vegetables or meat, 

or fried as slices and as fritters.  It has a thin layer of stone 

cells near the core, easily removed. Centuries ago this fruit 

would have been called a warden or warden pear. 
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By 2000 it had become clear that big old pear trees were a feature of Suffolk and Norfolk clayland famsteads, 

and that, while these big trees had diverse fruit this same clone was present elsewhere. Propagations of the 

Woodhall tree increased and new trees proved to be very productive, but pear identification is always 

difficult due to the lack of well documented varietal descriptions, so the name Woodhall was considered 

temporary.  

By 2016 DNA fingerprinting of the National Fruit Collections (NFC) 350 varieties made possible testing to see 

if this pear matched any of these. In 2016 the test was carried out via the FruitID DNA scheme and Woodhall 

did not match any NFC variety.  

Then comes September 1917.  The tree was felled as being unsafe; branches always fall of old trees; the tree 

was hollow. The owner asked an arborist for an opinion; as we all know arborists come in different flavours. 

This one recommended felling it to the ground and grinding out the stump. Another might have said – it’s an 

ancient and spectacular tree with years of life, make it safe by removing the branches that may split away, 

reduce to it to a condition that is safe retaining the main body of tree; hollow trees do not need to be 

destroyed to be safe. It was after all in full leaf and fruit and only the non-live heart wood was affected.  Its 

loss removed a small world of dependant wildlife. Its owner felt the loss too!  



 

In the end I asked that the cut stump be left so there is the possibility of a shoot from the base to continue 

the tree, and save the aconites and ghost flowers that had been planted around its base from maceration. 

And if no new shoot does arise we have recently grafted trees and can return this same clone to Woodhall. 
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Some of the timber left from the felled Woodhall pear tree, October 1017. The 15th/16th C 

farmstead house known over the years as Rayners, The Smithy, Woodhall and now Woodhall 

Manor, is in the background. 

Trees of this size might have been on their 

own roots, or grafted onto a pear seedlings 

(we in STOG still graft pears by this method 

today).  If the tree was grafted then the 

rootstock may sucker as well - these 

rootstock shoots are usually identifiable by 

their juvenile foliage of small, blunt, oval, 

closely serrated leaves, which after a few 

years change to become the glossy, 

pointed, elongate and sparsely serrate 

adult leaves.  If new growth arises we can 

protect the growth from rabbits and 

mutjac. If it is mature pear foliage it will 

make a new Woodhall pear tree.  If it is 

juvenile foliage we will graft a new 

Woodhall onto it, for a tree propagated 

from this tree. 

The stump of pear Woodhall, has been left to see if a 

shoot or a sucker can replace the tree.   



 

By January 2018 the shade 

tolerant early spring plants are 

coming up round the stump; 

Aconites Eranthis hyemalis, 

snowdrops, crocuses and the 

Suffolk orchard speciality, 

Ghost flower Ornithogalum 

nutans. Sadly with the shade 

and grass suppression some of 

these plants will no longer 

thrive. 

The restored building to the 

right is what is left of the 

smithy. 
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 Orchards East launch in Cambridgeshire 

Gen Broad 

We were delighted to welcome more than 50 people to the launch of Orchards East in Cambridgeshire. Held 

at Girton College on a bright sunny day with the chill of mid February in the air, the audience enjoyed a 

morning of presentations followed by a walk around the splendid Old Orchard. Some of the trees pre-date 

the building of the College in 1872.   

Paul Read (co-chair of Orchards East) gave a fascinating insight into the global history of orchards and the 

spread of fruit trees along the Silk Route from their origin in the Tien Chien Mountains, central Asia. A lasting 

image was that of ‘ice apples’ frozen on the tree and covered by snow in Mikko’s Finland orchard. They are 

taken off the tree just before eating! 

Bridget Halford gave us a flavour of the work of the dynamic Cambridgeshire Orchard Group (COG). COG has 

been active for many years and conducted invaluable surveys from 2004-2015, as well as producing a leaflet 

for Local Authorities, plum days and training workshops. 

Phil Ricketts (Manager of Cambridgeshire and Peterborough Environmental 

Records Centre) told the story of the digital mapping of the Cambridgeshire 

orchards for the project. This is a complicated process, but has already provided 

valuable new information about the county’s orchards. 

Tom Williamson (Professor of Landscape History at the University of East Anglia 

and co-chair of Orchards East)  introduced us to the world of historical maps and 

the exciting detective work needed to seek out the orchard sites worked by 

previous generations.  

Gen Broad gave an overview of how people can get involved with the various 

elements of Orchards East, surveying orchards, the oral history project and 

historical research. 

Dr Roland Randall, Fellow of Girton College, told us the history of Girton College 

orchard and led the afternoon walk, along with Paul Read. The varieties grown 

and used  in the kitchens included Norfolk Beefing for mincemeat, Blenheim 

Orange for apple pie and Warner’s King for apple dumplings. The plums included 

October Blue which would still be in fruit when the undergraduates returned for 

the Michaelmas Term.   

Paul Read leading the Old Orchard walk 

with Dr Roland Randall 



 

The orchards survey is now under way, and as soon as 

the spring comes we expect the survey forms to come 

pouring in! But meanwhile, research in the archives has 

been continuing steadily, carried out by Gerry Barnes 

and his team of volunteers, building on work begun by 

Patsy Dallas. We aim to provide readers with regular 

updates on aspects of this important research, and 

start today with a few comments on ‘traditional’ 

orchards, as they existed in our region in the period 

before the development of large-scale commercial 

nurseries in the nineteenth century.  

The first point to make, obvious but important, is that 

orchards were to be found almost everywhere in the 

countryside of eastern England.  Every great mansion 

had one, as did the vast majority of farms. Legal 

agreements often include phrases like ‘three 

messuages, three gardens, three orchards’, or ‘four 

messuages, four gardens, four orchards’, suggesting 

that an association between farm and orchard was 

expected, if not universal. But from an early date some 

sizeable orchards also existed which were properties in 

their own right - that is, as specialised concerns. They 

were usually located close to major towns, like an 

example on the outskirts of Colchester containing 89 

trees which was leased in 1781, together with a 

cottage. Indeed, early maps of larger towns and cities, 

such as John Ogilby’s 1674 map of Ipswich, show 

astounding numbers of orchards. Holdings consisting 

entirely of orchards also existed in more rural locations, 

their occupiers or even owners sometimes described as 

‘labourers’. Isaac Stansby, for example, owned two 

orchards in Brent Eleigh in west Suffolk in 1719, when 

he drew up his will, in which he describes himself as a 

labourer. Presumably individuals like this worked on 

farms for most of the year, but also laboured part-time 

on their orchards, receiving a significant income during 

the autumn months from their fruit crop.  

Even the smallest cottages, occupied by the poor, might 

have small collections of fruit trees, often provided by 

philanthropic landowners, although whether these 

should be described as true ‘orchards’ is perhaps a 

moot point. The agent of the Marsham estate in 

Norfolk was instructed in 1736 to buy ‘6 aple trees &    

2 cherry trees to set in Ann Watsons yard & 2 apel trees 

in Jexes orchard at 8d a piece’; while in 1834 the noted 

horticulturalist Andrew Knight sent pear trees to Lord 

Bristol at Ickworth Hall in Suffolk, ‘which I will request 

you to give to your Cottagers to plant in their gardens, 

being confident that there will in a very few years, 

amply repay their care of them’. Some churchyards 

were planted with fruit and nut trees by vicars or 

rectors, for the benefit of the local poor, as at 

Briningham in Norfolk in 1750. In 1759 a list of fruit 

trees was made, ‘as they stand in a row from the door’ 

of Woodston church in Cambridgeshire. They included, 

as is often the case with lists of this period, many 

varieties that have since disappeared, or which cannot 

now be identified. Orchards were also, as in later 

centuries, frequently attached to institutions. In 1822, 

for example, an agreement was made for cutting a 

ditch across the orchard of the workhouse at 

Wickhambrook in west Suffolk. 

In short, orchards and fruit trees were ubiquitous in the 

early modern landscape of eastern England, with 

important implications for biodiversity. This said, they 

were not present in the same numbers everywhere. In 

Norfolk and Suffolk, for example, they were most 

numerous on the claylands, less frequent on light sandy 

soils. This may have been because, on these less fertile 

soils, there were simply fewer farms; but it might 

reflect the fact that there were fewer freeholders in 

such districts, which were dominated instead by large 

landed estates. Orchards were perhaps less likely to be 

established on farms held on short tenancies. Research 

on this problem continues!! Even where they  were 

numerous, orchards did not collectively cover a very 

large area of land. Precisely how much is rather difficult 

to calculate. Many descriptions of properties in surveys 

and other documents supply acreages of the fields but 

not of the orchards, or else they give a single acreage 

for ‘orchard, gardens and yards’. But where 

information is available it appears that while farm 

orchards might occasionally extend over 5 acres (c. 2 

hectares) or more, most covered around an acre and 

many were considerably smaller.  
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 Historical Research: first results 

Tom Williamson 



 

As a result, the overall land area devoted to orchards 

in the traditional landscape seldom exceeded 0.3 per 

cent, except perhaps in and around large towns. 

Typical is a survey of an estate in Ramsey, 

Cambridgeshire (then Huntingdonshire) drawn up in 

1700, which shows that orchards made up around 2 

per cent of the 4,583 acres recorded. 

While orchards were common features, they were 

not necessarily long-lasting and stable elements of 

the landscape. Some were: that attached to Clintons 

Farm in Much Hadham in east Hertfordshire is 

shown on a map of 1596 and survives to this day. 

But many came and went from the landscape, often 

shifting over time to an adjacent area of land and 

then back again. There are thus frequent references 

to both former orchards, and to newly-created ones, 

in the documents: In 1725 in Brent Eleigh in west 

Suffolk three roods of arable land were sold ‘part 

whereof was formerly an orchard’; in 1819 in 

Walsham le Willows in the same county an acre of 

meadow was described as ‘late converted in to an 

orchard’.  

The documents are already providing intriguing 

information about how orchards were managed in 

the past. Many were mown for hay, to judge from 

surviving tithe accounts: at Shotesham in Norfolk in 

1649, to give one example out of many, George 

Gooch paid a shilling for tithe hay in his orchard. The 

fact that there was sufficient grass for a hay crop 

perhaps implies that the fruit trees were relatively 

widely spaced. Orchards were also grazed, mainly 

with sheep but also with pigs: in 1612 a property in 

Diss on the Norfolk/Suffolk border was conveyed 

‘with part of an orchard or hogs’ yard’. Geese and 

other poultry were often kept and this presumably 

explains the ponds in orchards which are frequently 

shown on early maps, and sometimes survive today.  

In some orchards, as early as the seventeenth 

century, the trees were interplanted with soft fruit. 

Most of these supplementary uses suggest that tall, 

vigorous trees were the norm, although dwarf 

rootstock could certainly be found in the gardens of 

the gentry.  Orchards were rigorously managed. 

Most were probably not characterised by the kind of 

ancient ‘veteran’ specimens which we often see in 

old farm orchards today. Indeed, documents often 

refer to the removal of old trees and their 

replacement with new ones. A lease for an orchard 

in Beccles, drawn up in 1786, for example allowed 

the lessors ‘free liberty to ingress, egress and regress 

to cut down and stub up all such old decayed trees 

that shall have done bearing and to cut and carry 

away the same’. 

All these are initial observations – and still rather 

biased towards the east of the region. We will keep 

readers regularly updated, as the picture changes. 

And in the next issue we will address another 

important question: what fruit did people grow in 

‘traditional’ orchards?  
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A moated orchard beside Channons Hall, Tibenham, Norfolk, 
shown on a map of 1640 (courtesy Norfolk Record Office). 



 

Those of you who have been receiving the STOG newsletter for some time will have come across my articles 

containing old recipes. I though you would find it interesting if I reproduced a few here, in their original form 

(exact translations in the next newsletter). You will find some words familiar! 

Some time ago I attended a course run by the food historian Ivan Day in his Cumbrian farmhouse. The topic 

was “A Taste of Christmas Past”. I wrote this up for STOG Newsletter Autumn 2013. One of the dishes I had 

really looked forward to tasting was Goose with Sawse Madame. Unfortunately, due to a quince supply issue 

we didn’t actually cook this (ironically I had some quince in the back of my van we could have used!).  This is 

a recipe which appears in Forme of Cury c1390. It is our oldest roast goose recipe. I decided I wanted to try 

it, but decided for various reasons that I would use guinea fowl rather than goose. It was delicious though 

obviously somewhat different from the original. As guinea fowl are so much smaller than geese the cooking 

time was rather shorter. This, I’m sure, would have affected the consistency of the sauce. I was also cooking 

it in a conventional electric oven rather than roasting it on a spit. 

This next recipe is rather later. It is from Elizabeth Raffald’s The Experienced English Housekeeper, published 

in 1769. It is a recipe for Quince Marmalade - not like our modern marmalades but rather a quince paste, like 

the Spanish membrillo. Marmalade comes from the Portuguese “marmelo” which translates as quince. 

Sweetmeats like these had their origins in medieval medicinal preparations. This recipe will not need 

translating! 
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Here is the original recipe, complete with original spellings. 

Sawse madame. Take sawge, persel, ysope and saueray, quinces and peeres, garlek and grapes, and 

fylle the geese therwith; and sowe the hole that no grece come out, and roost hem wel, and kepe 

the grece that fallith therof. Take galyntyne and grece and do in a possynet. Whan the gees buth 

rosted ynowh, take hem of & smyte hem on pecys, and take that that is withinne and do it in a 

possynet and put therinne wynne, if it be to thyk: do therto powdour of galyngale, powdour douce, 

and salt and boyle the sawse, and dresse the gees in dishes & lay the sewe onoward.   

Another recipe from The Forme of Cury is for pears (these would have been wardens, hard cooking 

pears) in red wine, a version of a recipe we are familiar with today. 

Peeres in confyt. Take peeres and pare hem clene. Take gode rede wyne & mulberies, other 

saundres, and seeth the peeres therin, & whan thei buth ysode take hem up. Make a syryp of wyne 

greke, other vernage, with blaunche powdur, other white sugur and powdour ginger, & do the peres 

therin. Seeth it a lytel & messe it forth. 

Some old Orchard Fruit Recipes with Links to Christmas and Feasting 

Monica Askay  

To make QUINCE MARMALADE.  

Get your quinces when they are full ripe, pare them and cut them into quarters, then take out the 

core, and put them into a saucepan that is well tinned, cover them with the parings, fill the saucepan 

near full of spring water, cover it close and let them stew over a slow fire till they are soft, and of a 

pink colour, then pick out all your quinces from the parings, beat them to a pulp in a marble mortar, 

take their weight of fine loaf sugar, put as much water to it as will dissolve it, boil and skim it well, 

then put in your quinces and boil them gently three quarters of an hour, keep stirring it all the time, 

or it will stick to the pan and burn; when it is cold put it into flat sweetmeat pots, and tie it down 

with brandy paper.  



 

Lastly I include a recipe from Charles Elmé Francatelli, who was chief cook to Queen Victoria. He wrote A Plain 

Cookery Book for the Working Classes, first published in 1852. I do find this rather a patronising book. He has a 

rather unusual recipe for mincemeat! 

 

With spring just around the corner (well almost!) we 

are redoubling our efforts to recruit as many 

volunteer surveyors as possible. We have been 

delighted with the response to date and many thanks 

go to all the volunteers who signed up after the 

county launches and are already getting stuck in.  

Volunteer Surveyors are vital to the success of the 

project as their efforts will help us to discover the 

number and extent of orchards in a local area; 

whether they are on a historical orchard site or 

planted recently; the varieties of fruit and nuts 

present; the size of the trees; and the potential of 

the orchard to support a diversity of wildlife.  

Becoming a volunteer surveyor doesn’t have to take 

up lots of time, you can  undertake it as and when 

you have free time and the commitment could be an 

hour or so a week for a couple of weeks or more if  

you get the surveying bug and decide you want to  

start looking at other parishes near you! 

Surveying can be done on your own or with a group 

of friends or family and the kind of activities it 

involves include: 

 Walking around your own, or neighbouring 

parishes and recording details of the orchards 

present that you see from footpaths, lanes or 

pavements. 

 Visiting specific orchards to record the numbers 

and sizes of trees and varieties of fruit and nuts 

present, as well as other features, such as ponds 

and hedges.  

 Talking to owners about their orchard’s history 

and recording details such as date of planting and 

changes of ownership.  

 Recording the loss of old orchards.  

We provide everything you need to be a successful 

volunteer surveyor including training if you want it. 

There are still plenty of parishes waiting to be 

explored so if this is something that you think you 

might like to do then please get in touch. We would 

love to have you involved.  
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No. 100. A CHEAP KIND OF MINCEMEAT 

Ingredients, eight ounces of stoned raisins, eight ounces of washed and dried currants, one pound 

of tripe, one pound of apples, one pound of chopped suet, four ounces of shred candied peel, one 

pound of moist sugar, one ounce of allspice, the juice and the chopped rind of three lemons, half a 

gill of rum. First chop the raisins, currants, apples, and the tripe all together, or separately, until 

well mixed; then place these in a pan, add the remainder of the ingredients, mix them thoroughly 

until well incorporated with each other; put the mince-meat into a clean dry stone jar, tie some 

thick paper, or a piece of bladder over the top, and keep it in a cool place until wanted for use.       

Become an Orchards East Volunteer Surveyor! 



 

 

Please join us for the Essex Launch of Orchards East! 

There will be a morning of short presentations to explain more about the project and how to get 

involved. Presentations will include: 

‘Orchards; what they are & where they come from’ 

Paul Read, Chair, Suffolk Traditional Orchard Group 

‘Mapping Orchards in Essex’ 

Lorna Shaw, Essex Wildlife Trust 

‘Historical Orchard Research, an Introduction’ 

Tom Williamson, Professor of Landscape History, UEA 

‘The Origins of D’Arcy Spice’ 

Neil Wiffen, Historian and Hon. Ed. Essex Journal 

‘Orchard East’s Activities and How to Get Involved’ 

Howard Jones, Orchard East Project Manager 

In the afternoon there will be a guided tour of the orchards at Crapes Fruit Farm. This will be led by 

Paul Read and Andrew Tann, whose family have been growing fruit at the farm for three generations. 

Over lunch (please bring your own!), there will be an opportunity to talk, look  at stands and displays 

and hopefully taste something fruity! Tea, coffee and juice provided. 

 

 

 

This is a FREE event, but booking is required. 

If you would like to find out more about the project or come along to the launch, please 

book a place by contacting Gen Broad email g.broad@uea.ac.uk or visit 

www.orchardseast.org.uk 
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WASSAIL! 

Monica Askay  

Derived from an Old Norse and Old English toast, wassail has come to have two distinct but connected 

meanings. Robert Herrick, the C17th poet, writes of both.  

Throughout the twelve days of Christmas it was the custom to have a Wassail Bowl (referring both to the 

vessel and to the drink contained within it) ready for visitors, particularly on Christmas Day, New Year’s Day 

and Twelfth Night. The drink was most usually Lambswool, a hot spiced and sweetened ale, topped with 

roasted apples or crabapples and/or sippets (small pieces of toast). It was also the custom for people to go 

from house to house, singing wassail songs, sometimes with their own Wassail Bowl, sometimes drinking 

from the Wassail Bowl offered to them. Today’s carol singers are an echo of this custom. 



 

The Orchard Wassail was particularly connected with cider orchards. It took place most usually on Old Twelfth 

Night. (The change in 1752 from the Julian to the Gregorian calendar means that Old Twelfth Night is now 17th 

January.) The aim of wassailing Apple Trees was to wake the spirits of the trees (and perhaps scare off evil 

spirits), and ensure a good crop. It is a custom which has been subject to revival and embellishment in 

different periods, and the tradition is currently growing as the number of Community Orchards increases. 

Each Wassail is different, being a mixture of old and new traditions. 

To wake up the trees Wassails are noisy events with much banging of pots and pans. The tradition in some 

places is also to fire shotguns into the upper branches. Toast (or cake) dipped in cider is hung from the tree as 

an offering to either the oldest tree, or to all the trees, to sustain them and ensure a good crop. The toast or 

cake can also be an offering to the robin or blue tit, both birds having once been sacred. Sometimes a small 

boy, representing one of these birds as guardian of the trees, is lifted into the branches and the cider-soaked 

toast and cheese passed up to him. In a few places there is a Wassail Queen or King who hangs the toast from 

the branches. The roots of the tree are sprinkled with cider. Cider can be thrown up into the branches, and 

the lower branches dipped in cider. The toasting of the trees can be accompanied by singing, chanting, music 

and dancing. Orchard Wassails are held either late afternoon or in the evening and are lit by lanterns and 

sometimes bonfires. Wassailing apple trees is a living tradition which continues to evolve. This year 

Trumpington Community Orchard in Cambridge held its annual Wassail on Sunday January 14th. It was a great 

opportunity for those who have worked so hard in the orchard all year to take a step back and enjoy their 

achievements.   

“Plant Pears for your Heirs”- Speeding up the First Crop and Dwarf Trees at their most Extreme 

Paul Read 

Some say the original was “Walnuts and pears you plant for your heirs”.  

The origin of the saying appears to be unknown, but the internet has lots of interpretations – here are a few 

quotes:  

“Pear trees, especially the old English varieties that would have been the subject of this proverb, take 

many years to mature and give fruit. You don't plant them for yourself but for your heirs”. 

“A new fast-yielding variety has been developed, giving the lie to the old saying ‘Walnuts and pears you 

plant for your heirs’ ”.  

“Pears comes into bearing after 8-10 years - hence the old saying "plant pears for your heirs" (ref Orange 

Pippin). 

Actually.... even pears grafted onto pear seedling Pyrus communis rootstocks to make big trees that come 

into crop at exactly the same times as apples and plums (and walnuts) on vigorous rootstocks, and this is 

usually only 2-3 years later than pears on the dwarfing quince rootstocks. 

Why is this?  Because seedling trees and grafted trees are different. 

A tree grown from seed generally has to reach a certain size before it first flowers and that can take up to 20 

years for some chestnuts and walnuts,  

Many species have “juvenile” leaves on young seedling trees that over time change to become mature 

foliage; only once the tree has ceased to be juvenile does flowering commence. In Rosaceous trees (apples, 

pears, plums, hawthorns, rowans etc) the different foliage can be seen as different shaped leaves, and 

sometimes different habits of growth.  
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Pears are good examples. Seedling pears take about 10 years to flower and fruit. The juvenile leaves are 

borne for the first few 2-3 years at least, they are short rounded and finely serrate, much smaller than the 

later tree leaves which are less serrate shiny pointed and with few well-spaced serrations. Seedling pears 

almost have some long straight thorns – the thorns are often absent on a mature tree.  

Pears were, until around 16th C, propagated by grafting scion wood onto 1 or 2 year old seedling pears (and 

onto seedling hawthorn). Subsequently, it was found that pears grafted onto a seedling, or a rooted cutting of 

quince Cydonia oblonga made dwarf trees. Scion wood taken from a mature tree with mature foliage, 

continues in the new grafted tree to flower and fruit quite quickly, within 1-3 years on the dwarfing quince 

rootstocks, and up to 5 years on seedling pear. The degree of dwarfing of pears grafted onto quince rootstock 

is extreme; the culinary pear Catillac is quite common in England, grafted onto pear rootstocks and is 

frequently 15-20m high. Grafted onto Quince C rootstock, it will barely reach 2m.        

Thomas Rivers and his miniature trees 

Another method of speeding up the flowering time was described by Thomas Rivers in his miniature book 

“The Miniature Fruit Garden” in 1877.  He described, as boy about 1810, noticing in his father’s nursery 

(Rivers’ Nurseries at Sawbridgworth, Herts) that unsold or weak specimens of bare root trees thrown onto a 

patch of bare soil often partially rooted, were later dug up and moved again, just about survived, but flowered 

and fruited with the very best tasting fruit, irrespective of rootstock. Later (“when I came to a thinking age”), 

as proprietor of the firm, he devised a method of cultivating miniature fruiting trees in a Miniature Fruit 

Garden glass house that copied the “refuse yard” process. Trees were potted in good soil, but annually pulled 

out and root pruned to simulate his father’s discarded trees.  He said that rootstock did not always matter, 

although most gardeners using this method did, and still do, use dwarfing stocks. Using this technique, Rivers’   

grafted cherry trees (no dwarfing cherry stock existed until the 1960’s) instead of being 15ft high in 10 years 

and still barren, fruited at 5ft high in 2 years.  Over 18,000 copies of his book were sold! 

You can see a River’s Miniature Fruit Garden with its miniature fruit trees today at English Heritage’s Audley 

End Walled Garden in Essex.    
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Juvenile foliage can also arise if a tree is cut down too close or 

below the junction of roots and stem. Here the regrowth of a 

birch stump is of juvenile leaves that are more deeply serrate 

than the mature leaves.  



 

Rivers’ Miniature Fruit Garden house at National Trust’s Audley End, built to Thomas Rivers’ specification of 1877  

Thomas Rivers’ “Miniature Fruit 

Garden” (price 3/6 = 17.5p ) of 

1877, a miniature book just 10cm x 

16cm with instructions for building 

the house and techniques for 

miniaturizing trees by root pruning, 

summer leaf and shoot pinching, 

and many other garden techniques. 

Grafted pears (and the same is true of grafted walnuts) take no longer to flower and fruit than any other 

trees.  The time between grafting and flowering is a function principally of the rootstock, and the cultivation 

method.  

So the adage probably meant:  

when you plant a walnut or a pear tree it will live so long it will supply your descendants. 

(And of course someone always has to drag in a Chinese proverb: 

前人栽树,后人乘凉 

“Forefather plants a tree, descendent enjoys the shade”) 
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Girton College Old Orchard 

Honeysuckle 

Walk, Girton 

College Old 

Orchard.  

Cobnuts form an 

arch over the 

walk, golden 

aconites flourish 

underneath and 

honeysuckle 

varieties weave 

through the 

boundary fence 

to the right. 



 

Orchards East (OE) aims to discover, and understand, the past, present and future of orchards in the east of 

England. We are surveying and recording orchard sites (old and new) across the east of England, as well as 

researching the social, cultural and economic history of fruit and nut growing in the region. 

Funded by the Heritage Lottery Fund and based in the School of History at the University of East Anglia, the 

project extends initiatives already developed by Suffolk Traditional Orchard Group, the East of England 

Apples and Orchards Project and individual county orchard groups. 

Volunteer Opportunities 

We are always happy to hear from people who would like to : 

• Survey orchard sites in their parishes  

• Undertake historical research with the guidance of the University of East Anglia 

• Get involved with the oral history project  

• Tell us about individual orchards 

Training and support is provided.  

Please get in touch if you would like to find out more 

Howard Jones (Project Manager) email h.jones@uea.ac.uk tel: 07854 701363  

Gen Broad (Survey Coordinator) email g.broad@uea.ac.uk tel 01473 264308 
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About Orchards East  

OE is chaired by Tom Williams, Professor of Landscape History, University of East Anglia and Paul Read, 

Orchard specialist and Chair of Suffolk Traditional Orchard Group. 

Our work is guided by an Advisory Board comprising representatives of each of the county Local 

Environmental Record Centres, the county orchard groups, Fruit ID and Orchard Network (People’s Trust for 

Endangered Species). 


