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Alastair Inglis scything at Ham Farm (photo: Ray Willis) 
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ORCHARD LINK  

Orchard Link is a south Devon organisation set up in 1998 by apple and cider 
enthusiasts concerned about the disappearance of traditional orchards in 
the area. Its purpose is to promote the restoration and extension of 
orchards by offering technical advice and support to both existing owners 
and individuals or groups planting trees for the first time. 

The committee meets at 7.30 on the second Thursday of January, March, 
May, July, September and November, currently at the Church House Inn, 
Harberton. Members are always welcome. 

Contact details 

Email: info@orchardlink.org.uk; mobile: 07792 664710 

Website: www.orchardlink.org.uk 

Officers  

Chairman and Technical Advisor:  
 
Membership Secretary:  
 
Equipment Manager:  
 
 
Website Manager:  
 
Newsletter Editors: 
 
Treasurer:  

Charles Staniland 
(c.m.staniland@googlemail.com) 
Peter Snoxall 
(membership@orchardlink.org.uk) 
George Arnison 
(presshire@orchardlink.org.uk or 07759 
658737) 
Graham Sykes 
(web@orchardlink.org.uk)  
Tim Walker (info@orchardlink.org)  
Gill Gairdner (gillgairdner@gmail.com) 
Robin Toogood 
(treasurer@orchardlink.org.uk)  
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Editorial 
Storage space urgently needed 

Hiring out the presses and other equipment is probably the most important 
service that Orchard Link provides for the members and the one that brings 
in the most income – which of course keeps Orchard Link functioning. 
George Arnison has housed the presses and accompanying gear for a 
number of years, alongside running the hiring schedule. We are now looking 
to separate the tasks. SO if any of you have an empty or part-empty shed or 
barn that might be suitable for storing these items, we would be very eager 
to hear from you. To discuss further, please contact Tim Walker 
(infor@orchardlink.org.uk). 

Scything 

Has this become fashionable? It seems so unlikely. But an increasing 
number of people are discovering the usefulness of scything as part of land 
management – particularly around trees. The scything course run by Alastair 
Inglis earlier this year was over-subscribed and we were therefore delighted 
when he agreed to give a demonstration at our jolly summer orchard visit to 
Ham Farm near Loddiswell at the end of August – see photo on the front 
cover. Beth Finnemore attended the training day and scything is now part of 
her repertoire as a professional gardener; read her report below.  

Plums 

It’s been a patchy harvest, with quite a few apples poor but plums and 
pears unusually good. One possible explanation is that pollination groups 1 
and 3 hit the right sort of weather when in bloom, but pollination group 2 – 
into which quite a few standard garden apple cultivars fall – were affected 
by cold, wet and wind. For those reminded this year of the wonder and 
glory of plums, Mark Pidgeon gives a useful overview below of the different 
of varieties he grows at Galmpton. 

Website 

www.exeter-apples.org.uk might interest members in the Exeter area. It 
includes a still-developing descriptive list of local apple varieties, a list of 
events, and a number of relevant links. 

Deadline for copy for next newsletter: 15 February 2015. 

Tim Walker and Gill Gairdner 
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Scything Workshop, 12 July 2014 
I received a surprise Christmas present of an Austrian scythe in 2012. I read 
the accompanying booklet and had a go on the lawn but was still reticent: 
what was the correct stance, did I have the blade at the right angle, how 
often should I sharpen the blade and at what angle? So my scythe sat in the 
corner of the shed winking at me until Charles Staniland’s email arrived to 
put me out of my misery.  

At last, in July this year, there was to be a masterclass led by expert 
scytheman Alistair Inglis, in the peaceful surroundings of Peet Leather and 
Carl Hahn’s Ham Farm near Loddiswell. We were a group of about eight, 
with varying but limited amounts of experience. Clearly Al needed to start 
from scratch and cover everything. We started with some history and 
information about the manufacturing process (the blade goes through 26 
processes before it becomes the finished article). Al explained the structure 
of the scythe and the names of the various parts and how to assemble it 
ready for work.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Alastair Inglis 

Rural Skills & Scything 

Scything is an environmentally friendly way to manage your 

orchard floor. Particularly useful in small orchards, confined 

spaces, steep slopes, or areas inaccessible by machine. 

Especially suitable for noise-sensitive areas. 

I offer: 

- Scythe Sales, Spares & Associated Tools 

- Orchard Floor Scything – Advice & Mowing Service 

- Scything Tuition for Groups or Individuals 

- Scything Demonstrations at Open Days and Events 

- Blade Peening Service Available 

07796 805453     al.inglis@yahoo.co.uk 
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He also made sure we each had the correct size of scythe for our particular 
height, as this is key to a comfortable and effective action in the field. After 
some static practise of the swinging action we were ready to make for the 
orchard and start work. Al first explained the sharpening procedure and 
brought a selection of stones for us to try. He then started the session by 
demonstrating the art of scything and cutting an even, neat swathe with a 
totally straight line of windage (arisings) along his left-hand side. Needless 
to say, this performance remained an aspiration for most of us, but 
improvements were made throughout the day as we got the hang of 
combining the motion and the cut. The land at Ham Farm is perfect for 
scything as it offers practise on all imaginable types of material: pasture, 
nettles, docks, bracken, slopes, corners, obstacles, fences, and land at the 
edge of a field. It really became clear just how versatile and useful a tool a 
scythe is in the many places where a strimmer would not quite do the job; 
you can get right into corners and up against fences and trees without 
leaving that untidy edge of grass or weeds or damaging the tree bark; you 
can also see exactly where your blade is cutting and you have total control 
at all times. 

We broke for a delicious homemade alfresco lunch with our hosts and then 
carried on honing our skills into the afternoon under the watchful eye of Al, 
who frequently stepped in with advice and adjustments to improve our 
performance. The afternoon finished with a demonstration by Al of the art 
of peening a blade that has been worn back and therefore thickened by 
honing. This involves hammering along the very edge of the blade to flatten 
it out and enable it to take a sharper edge. This clearly needs much practise 
and is probably for another day. 

The course made me realise the potential of the tool and the next day I was 
using my scythe to cut back undergrowth under large shrubs – an operation 
where before I would have been crawling on hands and knees. I am 
definitely a convert. 

Beth Finnemore  
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Plums – a personal perspective 
Plum names are not quite as seductive as those given to apples: they tend 
to be named after people or places. Many a fruit tree has been bought 
because of its quirky name …  

Deciding what to plant – particularly beyond local varieties – can be a bit hit 
and miss. So many conditions and variables come into play before a fruit 
tree reaches its full potential. 

Understandably, fruit tree catalogues describe what they sell with glowing 
enthusiasm: sweet, rich, lovely flavour, melting, juicy, etc. You will rarely 
see a variety described as susceptible to disease, wanting in flavour or 
‘rarely fruits’.  So you have to read between the lines. A not particularly 
sweet plum may be described as dual purpose or good for jam or bottling.  
Such a plum can nevertheless make a very acceptable eater if left to fully 
ripen, but this will leave it susceptible to brown rot and/or wasp damage.  

My oldest plum trees, all on St. Julian A rootstock, are just over ten years 
old. I naively jumped into buying these trees without studying the 
conditions needed for growth and productivity – and yes, I liked some of the 
names. Plums prefer a rich cultivated loam and require more nitrogen than 
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apples. Advice can be contradictory: some of the literature recommends a 
slightly acid soil; some indicates that they do best over limestone. Drainage 
suggestions can also be variable. The pragmatic view is that the cooking 
plums – such as bullaces and damsons – that originated in the north and 
west can tolerate soggy wet and gloom better than the dessert plums 
(gages) of Eurasian origin, which need the warmer, sunnier and more 
sheltered conditions more typical of the south-east. Early frost and 
incompatible pollinators also equal no fruit. 

My trees grow in Galmpton, near Brixham, at the bottom of a low hill in 
very shallow, neutral, iron-rich, well-drained soil over limestone. It is a frost 
pocket and many are in shade. In more ideal conditions many of my plums 
would do better. 

Dittisham Plowman (Ploughman) 
A red plum native to the village of Dittisham, directly across the river Dart 
from Galmpton. A very productive, reliable plum – my mainstay for eating, 
bottling, jam, etc. Typical red plum flavour, sweetening with age. Relatively 
disease resistant.  A smallish tree even on its own rootstock, it will throw up 
suckers, so can become bushy unless pruned to a single stem. The ancient 
orchard next door still has trees that fruit yearly despite receiving no care 
whatsoever. Old trees may suffer from false silver leaf but still remain 
productive. 

Dittisham Damson and Dittisham Black 
I have one of each of these. They are tough, prolific, reliable and disease-
free. The Damson is an oval fruit like a smaller, darker Ploughman and with 
similar flavour (i.e. cooks, but is sweet enough to eat when fully ripe). The 
tree itself is large and on its own roots. The Black is a small tree (around 
nine foot). Its fruit is bullace-shaped (round), blue/black in colour like all 
damsons, and sharp with a good depth of flavour, mellowing with age. If left 
on the tree, the fruits of both varieties shrivel like prunes. Both sucker, so 
new trees come for free. 

Shropshire Prune 
An old cooking damson supposedly still found wild in the hedgerows of its 
native area. Described as a good cropper with a rich flavour, my tree is 
healthy but has pathetically small fruits. It is growing in shade but that 
shouldn’t make too much difference for this type if plum. The Dittisham 
damsons do better. 
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Sanctus Hubertus 
A modern (1966) dark purple plum from Belgium. Described as either dual 
purpose or dessert and either partially self-fertile (PSF) or self-sterile. My 
tree is healthy and the earliest to fruit, albeit sparingly. A bit sharp – more 
of a jam plum than an eater. 

Opal 
Another relatively modern  1925) plum from Sweden. Self-fertile or PSF. A 
true eating plum – sweet but not too rich. It develops many fruit buds and is 
hardy due to its northern origin. 

Czar 
Described as a reliable, heavy-cropping, dual-purpose, self-fertile plum with 
blue-purple fruits. Some frost resistance (relatively late flowering). Usual 
dual-purpose flavour – some sweetness, some sharpness. My tree is upright 
and vigorous but still young, so it has only just started fruiting. It was 
planted as a pollinator but looks as though it will be productive. 

Black Diamond 
An old cultivar which I bought for its rarity. A vigorous tree but planted in a 
very shady location and hence unproductive, its few (Czar-like) fruits prone 
to fungal infections.  
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Kirkes Blue 
Described as light-cropping, sterile and having excellent flavour – all true. 
Probably my most delicious plum, its flavour very well balanced, not overly 
sweet like some gages. Medium-sized, round, blue-purple plums with 
greenish yellow flesh – wasps love them. Some russeting, but this in no way 
affects their flavour. Not a prolific fruiter but worth a try if you are willing to 
sacrifice quantity for quality. 

Ouillin’s Golden Gage 
Really a yellow plum. Mine is very upright and vigorous – it must have hit a bit 
of good soil, as most of my plums are rather stunted due to the depauperate 
edaphic conditions. Self-fertile, but too young to have fruited yet. 

Lizzie 
This is a Japanese plum with quite different characteristics. Leaves are pale 
green and almost lanceolate. It throws up growth all over its branches and if 
left unpruned would probably take on a weeping habit. Mine is in a sunny, 
well-drained position and produces a few fruits each year, juicy when fully 
ripe and pleasant but lacking some flavour. 

Bryanston Gage, Cambridge Gage, Coe’s Golden Drop, Count Althan’s 
Gage, Denniston’s Superb, Early Transparent Gage 
These are all dessert plums – all rich and sweet, small (Cambridge Gage) to 
large (Coe’s Golden Drop) and, with the exception of Count Athan’s Gage, 
green to yellow in colour. Of the true plums that I grow, only Kirke’s Blue is 
comparable in sweetness and flavour. 

I lump the gages together because they all suffer from the same problems, 
probably because they are all growing in a frost pocket in very shallow soil 
and with too much afternoon shade. I get a few plums on each if I’m lucky; 
they’re delicious, but the trees suffer from greenfly and disease. Only Count 
Althan’s Gage (a plum, really) can be relied upon to produce a handful of 
healthy plums. A favourite, in fact. 

Mirabelle Golden Sphere, Mirabelle de Nancy 
Mirabelles are traditionally very small, sweet plums, generally yellow or red. 
Mine are both healthy, spreading trees. M. de Nancy produces hazelnut-
sized yellow fruits which are sweet but flavourless – though kids love them.  
My tree has become biennial. Gold Sphere produces a large yellow plum, 
blemish-free. If left to ripen, though, the birds knock them off. 
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If I were to start again I would plant Dittisham Ploughman, Dittisham Black 
and Opal. They are all self-fertile, reliable and disease-free. The first two are 
local, after all. Kirkes Blue survives for me because I’m sheltered and at sea 
level; it may not grow so well at altitude, closer to the moors. In ideal 
conditions you could go for more deliciousness – others in Devon have 
succeeded better with Bryanston Gage, for instance. 

It may be worth experimenting by grafting sweet plum scions onto more 
local Dittisham or Landkey rootstock to see if susceptibility to disease/insect 
attack is reduced. An association with a more ‘tolerant’ rootstock might 
work wonders. 

Mark Pidgeon 
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The New Cider Maker's Handbook: A Comprehensive 
Guide for Craft Producers by Claude Jolicoeur 

This 300+ page book, with numerous nice colour illustrations, is written by a 
Canadian and reflects North American cider practice.  

While the book tries to use SI units it still refers to bushels and American 
gallons and inevitably falls between two stools. And it uses planting 
measurements which perhaps reflect the vastness of North America and 
more relaxed land prices. The tree selection focuses on American varieties 
such as Arkansas Black and Wickson Crab, although he does mention some 
traditional European varieties that are available in North America. A lot of 
apples are culinary types, with specific cider apples seemingly less usual.  

Discussing juice extraction he mentions sweating, which may in some cases 
be beneficial but can't be recommended for the average small-scale cider 
maker. He also recommends maceration of the pomace for up to 24 hours – 
again, a mechanism not really recommended as it can introduce 
unnecessary problems. Then there’s a chapter on apple mills and how to 
construct one, 36 pages on presses – again, including how to construct one 
– and mathematical calculations of stress and pressure. The author offers 
advice on hydrometer calibration and the preparation of reference 
solutions, since, of course, the actual specific gravity is temperature 
dependant.  

Similar chapters follow on titration and acidity, the relationship between 
acidity and pH – all scientifically correct but probably not of much interest 
to the average artisan cider producer. Oddly, the author recommends the 
use of pH strips (notoriously inaccurate) rather than a pH meter. He 
introduces the concept of a fermentation speed unit that I'd never heard of 
and over-focuses on champagne-type fermentations 

It's always interesting to read about another country’s methodology. This 
book is written for those who reside in remote parts of North America and 
possess a few apples trees and for them it may be a useful and practical 
guide. There's a lot I don't agree with for UK production, though. There's far 
too much maths and science for the average UK cider maker and it might 
frighten those just starting. There are existing books that offer better 
guidance. Would I buy it? No. Would I refer to it periodically? Maybe. 

Peter Webb 
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Permanent labels continued … 
Mick Godfrey writes: 

Following my comments in the last newsletter, my first thought was to 
make lead labels with the variety name punched in. However, I soon 
realised the health and safety implications of using this metal for the strips 
and decided it was a no-no. 

My next thought was aluminium labels, and these seemed a contender. 
Having purchased a ‘letters and numbers’ stamp set (from Toolstation) and 
some four-inch aluminium labels from Trago, I think I may have cracked the 
problem of producing a permanent labelling system for fruit trees. 

My system is terribly unsophisticated: the letter stamps are hand-held in 
the appropriate place and hit with a hammer. Two rows of type will if 
necessary fit onto the labels and I favour attaching the labels to the tree 
with nylon cable ties of sufficient length to allow the branch to grow 
without being strangled. 

Mick Godfrey (01548 821156) 
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And Eileen Meara sent us this from Orchards Live member, Colin Brown:  

… I tried metal labels with permanent black marker ink, tied to the tree 
guards. The black ink faded after four years. Then I scratched the metal BUT 
grazing sheep chewed/ate it, so maybe not so permanent. I then tried 
pottery labels wired to the tree guards – I scratched the apple names onto 
lozenge-shaped pieces of [moist] pottery clay. The lozenge shapes were then 
fired and posted to me. BINGO! These work a treat: they do not fade and 
sheep do not eat them. I wish I’d had more made … 
 

 

Pressing at Avon Mill  
As usual this was a jolly affair, with plenty of help from Peter Webb, Martin 
Simpson, Jacky Stephens, Veronica Cross and the Turrell brigade, as well as 
from families attending the event. Definitely not as many apples brought in 
as last year, though a couple of baskets of spectacularly fine but unknown 
cultivars had us begging for scion material. The oak press has great presence 
on such occasions, and working it also gives us an opportunity to talk about 
the various ways in which Orchard Link can offer support. 
Gill Gairdner 
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Events 
ORCHARD LINK 
Saturday 24 January, 10.00–3.00, Winter Pruning with Charles Staniland in 
a traditional South Devon orchard. £10 (£12 non-members). 

Sunday 1 March, Improvers’ Pruning with Charles Staniland in a cider 
orchard with both modern and traditional planting. £10 (£12 non-
members). 

Sunday 22 March, 2.00–5.00, Annual Gathering, Rattery Village Hall. Free. 
Details to follow.  

Grafting Day – TBA 

For information about Orchard Link events and/or to book, email  
info@orchardlink.org.uk. 
 

ORCHARDS LIVE 
Sunday 30 November, Restorative Pruning, Knightshayes, Tiverton.  

Saturday 7 February, Scion Day, Eggesford.  

Saturday 14 February, Grafting Day, Kentisbeare. 

Sunday 26 April, Your New Orchard, Cobbaton.  
 

For information about Orchards Live events or to book a place, please 
contact Jane Schofield on 01884 861181 or blackdog.jane@gmail.com. 

NB: Orchards Live and Orchard Link offer each other’s members any discount.  
 

TAMAR AND TAVY APPLE GROUP 
25 January, 10.00–3.00, Winter Pruning with Charles Staniland in an orchard 
near Yelverton. £15 (£20 non-members, which includes free TTAG 
membership). To book, contact Ann Crozier (crozier@torroyal.eclipse.co.uk). 

10 January, 6.30, Wassailing at Bere Ferrers Church Hall. Details on website 
http://Tavyapples.org.uk/ after 1 December. 

mailto:info@orchardlink.org.uk
mailto:crozier@torroyal.eclipse.co.uk
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Apple moths, part 2 
Blastobasis Blastobasis decolorella (Wollaston) 
Highly damaging but local. One main mid-summer generation and a small 
partial second flight of adults in autumn/early winter. The caterpillars feed on 
ripening flesh around the stalk or where fruits touch. Short-stalked apple 
varieties (e.g. Bramley, Egremont Russet, Cox) are susceptible. 

Look for signs of damage at harvest. The purplish-brown caterpillars remove 
large areas of skin and flesh; the wounds tend to weep and are sometimes 
covered by a sticky mass of black frass. The caterpillars form shelters by tying 
leaves together with silken webbing.  

Crop losses can be high, up to 100%. The damage is difficult to distinguish 
from that by tortrix moth caterpillars. If even slight damage is seen, apply 
insecticidal treatment to prevent increase next season. 

Beech hedges sometimes harbour the pest and act as a source of infestation. 
Hand-thinning fruits to singles will reduce damage. 

Adult Blastobasis are 9–11 mm long at rest and have pale ochreous yellow 
forewings each with four darker spots and scattered darker scales.  They 
occur in June and July, about the same time as codling moth. 
 

Light brown apple moth Epiphyas postvittana (Walker) 
Light brown apple moth (a tortricid) is a minor but sporadic pest. There are at 
least two generations p.a. and the larvae feed on over 120 plant species. 

Larvae are leaf-rollers and damage is similar to other leaf-roller species. Fruit 
usually suffers only surface damage but larva may enter fruit through the calyx. 

The identification of larvae is difficult as they are very similar to the larvae of 
other leaf-rollers. The pest should be monitored with pheromone traps 
weekly from petal fall of apple to the end of August.  
 

Summer fruit tortrix moth Adoxophyes orana (Fischer von Röslerstamm)  
The summer fruit tortrix moth can be an important secondary pest of 
apples/pears. There are two generations a year. Short-stalked varieties such 
as Bramley and Discovery are most susceptible, but all varieties of apple and 
pear may be attacked. Damage to fruits occurs at three different times during 
fruit development. 
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Larvae of several leaf-rolling tortrix moths are 
difficult to distinguish from each other. The pest 
should be monitored with pheromone traps 
weekly from petal fall of apple to the end of 
August. The photo shows one sort of fruit 
damage. 

 
 

Eyed Hawk-moth, Smerinthus ocellata  (Linnaeus, 1758) 
Wingspan 70–80 mm, fairly well distributed throughout England and Wales, 
this species has a sombre, camouflaged appearance at rest, but if provoked, 
flashes the hindwings, which have intense blue and black 'eyes' on a pinkish 
background. The adults fly May–July, in woodland and suburban localities. 
 

 

Eyed Hawk-moth caterpillars feeding on apple leaves (photo: Nick Greatorex-Davies) 

The striking caterpillars resemble those of the Poplar Hawk-moth but have a 
bluish-coloured spike at the rear. They feed on sallow (Salix), apple and 
several other trees. The caterpillars eat both the leaves and the developing 
buds and can clear a tree of leaves overnight if not removed.  

Tim Walker
 

The views expressed in this Newsletter are the views of the individual authors and their 
contributions are their copyright. 
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