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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 (for the AGM) November, currently at the Church 
House Inn, Harberton. Members are always welcome. 

Contact details 

Email: info2@orchardlink.org.uk; mobile: 07792 664710 

Website: www.orchardlink.org.uk 

Officers 

Chairman and Technical Advisor: Charles Staniland 
(c.m.staniland@googlemail.com) 

Membership Secretary: Peter Snoxall 
(membership@orchardlink.org.uk) 

Equipment Manager: George Arnison 
(presshire@orchardlink.org.uk or 07759 
658737)  

Website Manager: Peter Snoxall (web@orchardlink.org) 
Newsletter Editors: Tim Walker (info2@orchardlink.org) 

Gill Gairdner (gillgairdner@gmail.com) 
Treasurer: Robin Toogood  

(treasurer@orchardlink.org.uk) 
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Editorial  
By the time this newsletter goes out there will be signs of spring, with 
swelling buds; at the same time it’s not too late to prune your trees and if 
they’re young then the formative pruning course running later this month 
(March) might be of interest. For those with trees that are more mature but 
which produce fruit you don’t care for, we have asked experienced 
nurseryman Adam Montague to run a top-grafting day for us. This is a 
chance to learn how to rework unsatisfactory trees – or, of course, to just 
add different material. Details at back. 

Another well-known nurseryman, Kevin Croucher, has observed over many 
years how different fruit tree cultivars respond to particular growing 
environments – planning an orchard can’t be just a matter of deciding which 
apples you like. His piece on terroir explores the issue. 

The visit to Ashridge Cider and director Jason Mitchell – long in mind – finally 
took place in February, with one member going as far as to describe the 
experience as ‘worshipping at the Master’s feet’ … . See back page. 

Orchard Link continues to prioritise community orchards, currently working 
with South Devon AONB to put together a grant application to fund a 
programme of support. See Robin Toogood’s article about this.  

We have a new ‘For Sale’ section – do send us details of any orchard-related 
items you might wish to advertise. Deadline for copy for next issue: 15 June. 

Tim Walker and Gill Gairdner 
 

Orchards Windfall Fund  
The Tree Council is offering grants of up to £700 for schools and community 
groups for Orchard Planting projects during National Tree Week.  

To be eligible for the Orchards Windfalls Fund, applicants must meet the 
following criteria:  

 Children under the age of 16 must be actively involved in the planting 
process. 

 Planting must take place on publicly accessible land, usually in public or 
charity ownership. 

http://esender.cosmic.org.uk/t/r-l-qpjtdd-jupiucc-u/
http://esender.cosmic.org.uk/t/r-l-qpjtdd-jupiucc-o/
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 The school or community group must be able to raise 25% of planting 
costs. 

 Apple and pear trees on selected rootstocks are the only trees eligible 
for funding. 

 Planting must take place during National Tree Week 2015 (28 November 
to 6 December 2015). 

Eligible costs include the cost of the trees and any reasonable cost of 
necessary supports and aids: stakes, ties, guards, fertiliser, mulch and soil 
amelioration, where conditions make this appropriate.  

The deadline for applications is 31 March 2015. 

For more information, visit The Tree Council website. 

(Editors: We appreciate that there is now very little time to put together an 
application.) 

La terroir?  
An old Yorkshire friend of mine recently described me as a ‘poncey bugger’ 
for using the French term la terroir in relation to quality artisan cider 
production. He may have a point in his forthright northern way, but I’m 
sticking to my guns. 

Let’s first consider what la terroir means. The French mostly use the term in 
relation to quality wine production. It is the concept that the particular 
nature of soil, microclimate, etc., of a given site lends a particular character 
to wine. So, given wines made from the same variety of grape in the same 
season on two different sites, there will be subtle – or possibly profound – 
variations in the end product due to the site conditions where the grapes 
were grown. And why should this not be so? Differing soil mineral 
availability will vary from one site to another, as will moisture content, 
sunlight hours and, significantly, the range of wild yeasts in the locale. All 
these will affect the character of the grape and its fermentation. Am I 
winning you round? 

A humbler parallel can be found among those of you who grow your own 
potatoes, even just one row of first earlies. What performs on one site and 
produces a crop of tasty tubers may not flourish on another site, or 
alternatively may grow like mad but produce potatoes that taste of nothing. 
‘The answer lies in the soil’ – la terroir. Think ‘Jersey Royals’. Some experts 

http://esender.cosmic.org.uk/t/r-l-qpjtdd-jupiucc-n/
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suggest that you forfeit high yields for flavour quality because the viruses 
that diminish vigour and yield bring flavour. I once grew a variety called 
‘Sarpo Axona’. It’s a Hungarian variety, a product of one of the last major 
Soviet-style breeding programmes to produce blight-resistant, high-yielding 
varieties. In my experience it proved totally blight resistant and produced 
huge yields, but the tubers when cooked had the texture of polystyrene and 
tasted of absolutely nothing. In the conditions of the Hungarian steppe they 
might taste wonderful, but I’m not convinced.  

 

Anyway, back to fruit. The concept of la terroir is something that large 
producers of both wine and cider run away from. They want a consistent, 
unvarying product, so they use a relatively narrow group of fruit varieties and in 
certain cases pasteurised concentrate, and they kill the wild yeasts present on 
the fruit and introduce a controlled yeast complex of their own choosing. The 
rest of the process is highly scientifically controlled, so that at the end of the 
day the product is the same from one year to the next. I’m not knocking this 
approach. It is a portion of the market that suits certain customers. If they are 
happy, then fine. However, there is more to life in my opinion. 

So let’s look further at my idea of la terroir specifically in relation to cider 
production, be it small-scale domestic or modest-scale commercial. 
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We’ll start with the weather in the areas where apples are grown 
commercially for cider. Please note I said apples, not cider apples, as there 
are parts of the country, like Sussex, where a cider industry was built on the 
waste apples from commercial dessert and culinary orchards, so that is the 
first potential variation in flavour. In areas like Norfolk and Suffolk rainfall is 
obviously very low, as is atmospheric humidity. Herefordshire has a 
relatively low rainfall as a lot of the county is in the rain shadow of the 
Welsh mountains. By comparison, the further southwest you go, the greater 
the rainfall and the greater the atmospheric humidity. So, west Devon 
probably averages more than double the rainfall of Suffolk and considerably 
more than Gloucestershire or south Somerset. Also don’t forget 
temperature. Winters in the Midlands and the east will be consistently 
colder than in the South West, and summers hotter. 

Soil next. As an island on the edge of a continent, Britain has incredibly 
diverse soils. A lot of East Anglia is light and sandy. Some parts of Somerset 
and Devon are deep sands, some parts are heavy clay. Much of 
Herefordshire and parts of Gloucestershire have deep alluvial loams. For 
further complexity, add to this the pH, which might vary from 4.5 to 8. 
Nutrient availability varies according to pH. Light soils leach nutrients, clay 
soils retain them. High rainfall leaches nutrients. Plus, of course, light soils 
are not just drier but also hotter in summer and colder in autumn than clay 
soils, thereby further affecting mineral availability and uptake. 

As if that wasn’t enough, we come on to the subject of apple varieties. If you 
go back to the 1930s, writers spoke of regional variation in cider according to 
the local varieties used and the tendency for different types in different 
locales. Devon tended to produce cider from a high percentage of sweet 
apples: it tasted innocuous but was dangerously strong for the unwary. 
Somerset used a high proportion of tannic bittersharp or bittersweet types. In 
the Forest of Dean there was a preponderance of sharps, while Herefordshire 
used a mix of all types. Gradually, due to trials conducted at Long Ashton 
Research Station and the consequent recommendations, through the 
twentieth century the range of varieties grown commercially narrowed and 
the commercial product became less variable. It is worth noting that regional 
varieties vary greatly in a host of ways. Ray Williams, the senior pomologist at 
Long Ashton for decades, once observed to me that if Long Ashton had 
existed near Exeter rather than Bristol, their list of recommended varieties 
would have been totally different. Much of their research work was 
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conducted in Herefordshire and Gloucestershire and hence the 
recommendations were of limited value for Devon.  

This regional variation in type of cider apple – sweet, sharp, etc. – is also 
complicated by the ability of different apple varieties to resist scab and 
canker infection. Many varieties from Herefordshire didn’t need to be 
selected with high resistance to scab and canker because of the site 
conditions in that part of the country. Many of them cope okay when 
planted on the sandy soils of south Somerset, but on heavy soils in high 
rainfall/high humidity areas of Devon succumb very readily to disease. On 
an even closer scale, some Devon varieties have a high resistance to scab 
but originate from areas with sandy soil, like the Crediton area, so aren’t 
particularly canker-resistant when planted on heavier soils. Do the genes 
that affect resistance to scab and canker affect the flavour of the fruit? Or 
conversely, does the incidence of fungi on the fruit or leaves affect flavour? 

If you think I haven’t thrown enough different thoughts into the pot for 
consideration, here’s another: rootstock/tree form. Many years ago an 
experienced old Somerset cider maker told me that the fruit from standard 
trees makes a cider that is characteristically different to that made from the 
same variety grown as a bush. It stands to reason that the availability of 
nutrients will differ, as a dwarf rootstock is effectively constricting sap flow 
at the graft union. Back in the nineteenth century, Hogg observed that the 
same variety could have variations in shape, flavour, season and colour 
when grown as a standard as against a bush on a more dwarfing rootstock.  

So what am I saying? Well, if you are purely a hobby cider maker or a 
modest commercial producer wanting to plant trees, you need to select 
what varieties will grow well on your site and in a form that will suit your 
land management, depending on where you are geographically. This job is 
aided by looking around to see what other people are doing on similar sites 
near you and whether you like the taste of what they produce. From then 
on you are in Mother Nature’s hands. Honey tastes of what grows on the 
land that the bees live in. You won’t get much heather honey in the middle 
of arable Suffolk. In the same way, if made properly, cider will taste of all 
the site variables we have been exploring and thus vary from place to place. 
We could call it various things, but at the expense of disturbing those from 
up North, la terroir seems to fit.  

Kevin Croucher, Thornhayes Nursery (first published by Orchards Live) 
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Community Orchards project 
Orchard Link is working in partnership with the South Devon Area of 
Outstanding Natural Beauty unit to develop a Heritage Lottery funding bid 
which – if successful – could help us provide a range of support for new and 
existing community orchards.  

The areas of opportunity we want to develop through the project are: 

 Looking after our orchard heritage – Management of physical sites and 
wildlife habitats. 

 Sharing our orchard heritage – Research and documentation of orchard 
history. Mapping of orchards and heritage. Folklore, recipes, traditions. 
Film and radio programmes. Community involvement. 

 Growing skills and knowledge – Training and skill share. Strengthening 
the network of orchards. 

 Growing orchard communities – Embedding the orchard in the 
community. Widening the involvement of the residents, including schools 
and other community groups. Stories, traditions and celebration events.  

 Information – A route to ideas, advice and experience; a legacy.  
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If you are involved in a community orchard project and haven’t received a 
message and questionnaire from us recently, please get in touch via 
treasurer@orchardlink.org.uk.   

Robin Toogood 
 

Even more fruit labels 
Engraved polycarbonate labels such as those Kew Gardens and Westonbirt 
use will be long-lived – if expensive. The labels are either attached to a small 
stake in the ground (thus overcoming the problem of expanding tree 
branches) or directly to the tree trunk with aluminium nails. 

I have experimented with many homemade labels. Hardwood offcuts sliced 
across the grain work fairly well when stamped with metal letter stamps. I 
found an old broken mahogany table at the dump, sawed 5–6 mm slices off 
the legs, stamped the apple or plum variety into the end grain, filled the 
indentations with molten coloured wax (a child’s Crayola) to add contrast, 
scraped away any excess wax and coated the whole label with three coats 
of yacht varnish. Close-grained hardwoods work best. Stamping the long 
grain in wood is not as effective as stamping the end grain. 

This technique works even better with homemade metal labels. A brass 
sheet (2 mm thick) from a metal merchant works well, cut with a hacksaw 
to your required size. Sharp edges rounded with sandpaper, then stamped, 
waxed and varnished as with wooden labels. 

I’ve found that garden centre aluminium labels are too thin and bendy, but 
thicker round or rectangular labels can be ordered from a forestry supplier.  

My latest experiment is with natural roof slates. Any old broken roof slate 
cut to size with a hacksaw can be painted with the tree name using 
enamel modelling paint or a Tipp-Ex pen – or even possibly chalk, though I 
haven’t tried this yet. Finish with marine varnish to seal out the rain and 
frost. 

I find the ties for attaching labels to trees are problematic. Any rubber or 
plastic-based ties, including cable ties, eventually deteriorate in the sun, and 
wire ties have to be checked up on regularly to make sure you are not 
strangling the tree. Any ideas? 

Mark Pidgeon 
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A scythe – what’s that? 
If you are of a certain age, you may recollect some old chap many years ago 
using one of these to cut grass; more recently, you are likely to have seen 
one hanging on a pub wall or crumbling away in grandpa’s shed. All is not 
what it might seem, though, as recently there has been a resurgence of 
interest in scything due to the introduction and popularisation of the 
continental style of scythe generally known as Austrian. This is much lighter 
in weight and easier to use than the traditional English scythe. Whereas the 
English scythe has been consigned to history, the continental counterpart is 
still made and available in the UK.  

The English and continental scythes evolved independently to meet 
differing conditions of use. The English scythe was used for large-scale 
grass and cereal mowing, pre-agricultural mechanisation, the requirement 
being to cut large areas quickly with gangs of men using heavy robust 
scythes with blades up to five feet long. Contrast this with the more 
peasant economy of upland areas of central and eastern Europe, where 
fields were smaller, grass growth sparser and everything was on a smaller 
scale. Here grass was often cut on roadside verges and other small areas 
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and taken directly to livestock rather than made into hay. Developing a 
lightweight scythe with a shorter blade meant that the whole family could 
use it regularly, albeit for perhaps short spells. 

When purchasing a scythe it is essential to ensure that it is correctly set up 
and ideally some instruction obtained. The Scythe Association of Britain and 
Ireland is of recent origin, has a good website and organises courses. 

In the UK the Scythe Association has encouraged enthusiasts to organise 
scything festivals, where participants enthusiastically cut variously sized 
plots of grass against the clock. 

Interest in scything generally has led to a rediscovery of the English scythe. 
The Scythe Association website is a mine of information for anyone 
interested in learning more. As for me, I have recently made a hybrid 
scythe, Austrian-style handle (snath) fixed to an English blade. Why? 
Because I wanted to and it seems to work! 

Mick Godfrey 

(Editors: Orchard Link may well run another scything course this year.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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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Review of Cider Apples: The New Pomona by Liz Copas 
Liz Copas – Cider Pomologist at Long Ashton Research Station and 
Orcharding Advisor for the National Association of Cider Makers for many 
years – has put together a new volume to follow her A Somerset Pomona: 
The Cider Apples of Somerset (1999). This extended edition includes cider 
apples from all the major cider-growing counties, namely Somerset, Devon, 
Dorset, Cornwall, Gloucestershire, Hereford and Worcester. It also 
introduces ten of the best new cider apple varieties from the Long Ashton 
breeding programme. 

The early chapters cover getting to know cider apples, a history of the Long 
Ashton Research Station, and identifying characteristics, starting with the 
overall shape and stem. 

The main part of the text is given over to descriptions, with line drawings, of 
160 different cider apple varieties, covering origin, the size and shape of the 
tree, disease susceptibility, the characteristics of the fruit and its qualities 
for both juice and cider. 

Accompanying the descriptions are colour photographs of each variety. 
However, these are in a separate section, so the photographs do not sit 
beside the matching descriptions. 

This book is a great read and would be a good one for the cider enthusiast or 
anyone planting a new orchard or wishing to preserve our orchard heritage.  

LIz Copas (2013), Cider Apples: The New Pomona, Short Run Press, Exeter.  

Tim Walker 
 

Soil pH and lime  
Orchard soils should have a soil pH of about 6.5 throughout the effective 
rooting soil profile. Since it is not feasible to incorporate lime into the soil 
profile of established orchards, soils should be properly limed prior to 
planting. Following pre-plant liming, periodic topdressing with lime as 
recommended by soil tests will maintain the proper soil pH.  

Pre-plant soil preparation  
Pre-plant adjustments to the both the topsoil (0–8 inch) and the subsoil (8–
16 inch) will affect the orchard’s performance for years to come. Where soil  
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and subsoil are naturally acidic, it is recommended that they be slightly 
over-limed prior to planting. Adjust the topsoil to pH 6.5–7.0 and the subsoil 
to pH 6.0–6.5. Both the topsoil and subsoil should be sampled to determine 
the correct action needed. Follow soil test recommendations for both types 
of soil samples.  

Established orchards  
In established orchards you do not have the option of incorporating your 
lime. Injecting lime around trees has been shown to have little or no effect 
in terms of tree performance. Concentrating the soil amendment can work 
well with fertiliser, but is not so successful with lime. Where an established 
orchard soil requires lime, it is usually best to apply 1 to 2 tons per acre of a 
good agricultural limestone annually, re-sample the soil in both the 0–8 inch 
and the 8–16 inch depths annually until the soil pH is corrected (hopefully at 
both levels). The first surface application of lime will affect only the top 2 
inches of soil; however, over time, a pH increase will gradually be seen at 
lower soil depths. to pH 6.0–6.5.  

Thanks to Spectrum Analytic for allowing us to use published material.  

(Editors: Soil pH testing is free at Cornwall Farmers, Beacon Park, Dartington.)   
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For sale 
Bottles: I have a supply of clean 1.5 litre plastic bottles in which we have 
had carbonated water. Yours for the taking, ready for this autumn’s apple 
juice. Mick Godfrey, 01548 821156. 

Fruit trees: After years of grafting fruit trees I have decided to finish, having 
filled my allotted area with dessert/cooking apples, pears, plums and 
cherries. I have some surplus graftings. Please contact me if you are 
interested and I can let you know availability. Mick Godfrey, 01548 821156. 

Basket willow: Supplies of willow available for use or as planting material 
for your own willow bed! Don Gaskins, 01752 336049. 

1-year-old worcesterberry, redcurrant and goji berry plants (all £5): Liz 
Turner, 631877, info@trees for health. 
 

Courses and events  
ORCHARD LINK 
Sunday 1 March, 10.00–3.00, Improvers’ Pruning with Charles Staniland, in 
a cider orchard with both modern and traditional planting. Fee: £10 (£12 
non-members). For details and to book, contact Orchard Link on 
info2@orchardlink.org.uk. 

Sunday 15 March, 10.00–3.00, Formative Pruning 2 with Charles Staniland, 
at DWT’s Woodah Farm near Christow.     

We had a good session here last winter, working on 50 three-year-old 
standard apple trees. This year we have the opportunity to see the results 
of that pruning and make decisions about how to prune the trees in their 
fourth year. It‘s also a chance to see how a number of different traditional 
varieties grow and react to pruning – they’ve been well mapped! 

Fee: £10 (£12 non-members). Please contact info2@orchardlink.org.uk to 
book this course by 6 March, as places will be limited. 

Sunday 22 March, 10.00–4.00, Top Grafting with Adam Montague, in an 
orchard near Chagford. This is a first for Orchard Link – a chance for those 
with trees in need of modification to learn how to add new scion material.  
Knives will be available for sale. Fee: £14 (£16 non-members). For details 
and to book – places will be limited – contact Gill Gairdner on 01803 847962 
or gillgairdner@gmail.com. 
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Sunday 6 September, Annual Gathering (NB this is a change to the 
information in the last newsletter) at Beeson Farm near Kingsbridge, 
incorporating a guided tour with Liz Turner of the nearby Trees for Health 
forest garden. Details to follow. 
 

ORCHARDS LIVE 
Sunday 19 April, Top Grafting Day, near Chulmleigh.  

Sunday 26 April, Your New Orchard, near Cobbaton. 

Sunday 10 May, Annual Gathering, Filleigh Village Hall. 

Saturday 22 August, All About Plums, Thornhayes Nursery, near 
Cullompton.  

For information about any of these events or to book a place on one of the 
training days, please contact Jane Schofield on 01884 861181 or 
blackdog.jane@gmail.com. 
 

(Editors: NB All these events – and sometimes more – can be found on the 
organisations’ websites. Orchard Link and Orchards Live share each other’s 
membership discounts.) 
 

Visit to Ashridge Cider 
As an expert in making not-very-good cider, I‘m always keen to find out what 
those who make top-notch cider actually do differently. So I was very excited 
to join an OL visit in February to Ashridge Cider, where Jason Mitchell showed 
us around and described how they do it on a commercial scale. 

The centrepiece of Ashridge’s operation is a fantastic 1927 Beers hydraulic, 
ram-driven press with roll-on, roll-off cheese trollies – to my eye a thing of 
wonder and beauty. With this – and a lot of hard work, apparently – 
Ashridge make around 40,000 gallons/year of a range of ciders, from a 
traditional, dry draught cider to high-end champagne-type sparkling ciders. 
Interestingly, all their products come from the same basic cider. 

Jason was extremely generous in sharing cider-making tips and information. 
Unfortunately space prohibits me from repeating them here, so his secrets 
are safe (with me and about 15 others). Suffice it to say that his basic 
methodology is reassuringly familiar: a good blend of apple varieties, 
scrupulous cleanliness, low levels of sulphiting, two rackings, particular 
attention to excluding air during maturation, then blending and sweetening 
to taste … so maybe there’s hope. 
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Jason then showed us the secondary processes by which they make and 
bottle their very good (and reasonably priced!) sparkling cider, which was 
fascinating and new to most of us. 

 
Jason Mitchell of Ashridge Cider (photo: Tim Walker)  

After we’d tasted the full range of Ashridge ciders (at least once), Jason 
showed us one of their seven traditional cider orchards, which also gave us 
the chance to discuss planting, staking, pruning and grazing practices. 

This was a fantastic visit, and I now look forward to the coming cider-making 
season with renewed optimism. In the meantime I will share Jason’s top tip: 
drink a good strong dry cider with fish and chips! 

George Arnison 
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