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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: info@orchardlink.org.uk 

Website: www.orchardlink.org.uk 

Officers 

Chairman and technical advisor: Charles Staniland 
(c.m.staniland@googlemail.com) 

Membership secretary: 
 

Tim Walker  
(membership@orchardlink.org.uk) 

Equipment manager: John Gower 
(presshire@orchardlink.org.uk)  

Newsletter editors: Gill Gairdner (gillgairdner@gmail.com) 
Sue Hallam (sue@devonwindmills.co.uk) 

Treasurer: 
 
Publicity/Media: 

Robin Toogood  
(treasurer@orchardlink.org.uk) 
Sara Hurley (saramohurley@gmail.com) 
Sue Hallam (sue@devonwindmills.co.uk) 

mailto:gillgairdner@gmail.com
mailto:treasurer@orchardlink.org.uk
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Editorial  

It’s always interesting to learn about successful business concerns in a rural 
area, particularly when they are part of a significant revival. At the Growing 
Orchard Community Heritage Day in February Robin Toogood let nineteenth 
and twentieth-century OS maps tell the story of the near disappearance of 
orchards in a typical Devon parish (p. 14); but Jason Mitchell of Ashridge 
Cider, based in Staverton, is one of several cider makers in the area 
expanding their business and planting and refurbishing orchards. He writes 
about it on p. 6. Cider’s no longer part of a farm labourer’s pay, but good 
local ciders are now much more available than they used to be – just visit the 
rare and wonderful Olde Cider Bar in Newton Abbot, which also has some 
fine perries.  

Spring is here, but it’s not too late to tackle that winter pruning. Robin 
attended the course we ran in February and emerged a bolder man. He lists 
some lessons learned on p. 9. However, the grafting day on 25 March is 
definitely a spring event as it’s all about sap rising. Attendees will go away 
with some key skills and a grafted maiden or two. See p. 15 check online. 

Orchards Live in north Devon took advantage of the DNA fingerprinting 
service offered by East Malling Research Trust and sent off apples from some 
of the trees they plan to plant in the mother tree collection at RHS 
Rosemoor. There were a few ID surprises – one even involving Orchard Link’s 
‘adopted’ apple, Harragan Payne … see p. 11. 

But apples aren’t everything! The new book by Martin Crawford on growing 
nuts is a comprehensive practical guide from an experimental grower whose 
research attracts a great deal of interest and whose nursery list is ever more 
impressive. See the review by Wendy Stayte, who has to do with nut-trees in 
the Totnes area (p. 12).  

A kind spring to all! 

Deadline for copy for the next issue: end June.  

Gill Gairdner and Sue Hallam 
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 Chairman’s words  

After a stimulating and creative day ‘Celebrating our Orchard Heritage’ at 
Shilstone Rural Archive, the following weekend we did our bit for the future 
by planting 15 bush trees and 30 apple and pear cordons at Hemerdon 
Community Orchard. Great to have a group of villagers turning out to plant 
for the next generation – and thanks to Kath and the team who rewarded us 
with a fine lunch. As part of the Growing Community Orchards project we 
have also supplied a total of 135 trees to Modbury, Wembury, Huxhams 
Cross, Holbeton and Sparkwell community orchards.  

Ah yes, cordons: this form of fruit tree consist of just one main stem with 2–
3–three-inch side shoots carrying the fruit and flowers. They are traditionally 
grown at a 45° angle (to reduce vigour) and spaced three foot apart. They 
can be grown against a fence or wall, along posts and wires, or in the open 
and staked individually, and reach 6–8 feet in height. Taking up so little room 
they allow one to put in a much greater selection of varieties to stagger 
cropping, provide different flavours, etc. After nearly forty years I am still 
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planting new cordons – this year it is a Josephine de Malines pear. (See also 
www.rhs.org.uk/advice/profile?PID=87.)   

Advance notice: on Sunday 11 June, Professor Jerry Cross, Head of Science at 
NIAB East Malling Research and one of the UK’s leading entomologists, will 
be giving a presentation at Beeson Farm, near Kingsbridge. Title yet to be 
agreed but topics will include beneficial insects and insect threats linked to 
habitats. Keep an eye on the website. 

Whatever about ‘False News’, don’t make ‘False Purchases’: when choosing 
fruit trees do not be tempted by cheap offers. I am still surprised at what 
poor plants individuals will buy and then maybe a year or two later wonder 
why there’s so little fruit. Stunted root growth, poor top growth, pot-bound, 
diseased, unsuitable varieties … . We are very well supplied by specialist 
nurseries in Devon that offer both high-quality trees and good advice. Have a 
good season!  

Charles Staniland  

Accessing old OS maps of Devon 

Old Ordnance Survey maps of Devon which show the position of old orchards 
can be accessed at the National Library of Scotland website. 

Among the maps that can be accessed are OS 25 inch 1855-1882 and 1890-
1960 and the OS 6 inch 1892-1960 series.  

To access the site go to http://maps.nls.uk/index.html.  

 

https://www.rhs.org.uk/advice/profile?PID=87
http://maps.nls.uk/index.html
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Ashridge Cider 

Ashridge Cider came into being almost more by mistake than by design. 

In 1996 we lived in south Devon on a farm with a large old neglected 
orchard. Every year the apples would fall and they would be wasted. I started 
making cider, but early results were not very encouraging. It was pretty 
ropey old stuff and I was not impressed. 

Undaunted, I set about a crash course in all things cider. Many books were 
read, the net was trawled day and night, I attended courses, visited many 
cider makers – even went to Scotland to look at a cooperage and distillery.  

I had done a biochemistry degree, so came to all of this with a modicum of 
scientific rigour and understanding of the processes involved. I was becoming 
a cider bore! 

The results were rapidly improving and soon the awards started to roll in – 
local and national. At this stage I was unusually only making a sparkling cider, 
using the genuine ‘champagne method’. 

In those early days, your regular ‘scrumpy’ cider didn’t have the best 
reputation and was often the butt of jokes about gut rot and questions like 
‘how many rats do you put in?’ This led me to believe it was a good idea to 
steer clear of all the trappings and associations of this type of cider. So, up-
market posh sparkling cider was the pursuit. By 2001, we were producing 
9,000 bottles of sparkling cider per year.  

We had decided to increase our production and start making more than the 
duty free band. You are allowed to make and sell up to 7,000 litres of cider 
per year without pay excise duty. The whole cider world was changing 
rapidly due to the ‘Magners effect’: Magners threw £millions into advertising 
cider and very quickly became a major player in the commercial cider-making 
world. A whole new audience was created and small makers like us became 
beneficiaries of this new interest in cider. 

By 2008 we were producing organic bottled ciders, bag-in-box still cider for 
pubs, along with the sparkling ciders. We had moved to much larger premises 
near Staverton which had been owned by the Hill family for many years. 
Previously, Hill’s were one of the largest cider makers in Devon. We managed 
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to secure the use of many of the old Hill’s orchards, which we converted to 
organic production, and embarked on quite extensive orchard restoration 
through pruning, replanting and improved grassland management. 

In 2012 we started producing a range of sparkling organic soft drinks with 
apples centre-stage.  

At this point we were still using an old 1927 H. Beare & Sons (Newton Abbot) 
rack and cloth press for all our apple pressing. Great as they are, we were 
struggling to produce the amount of juice required to meet our sales 
requirement. So we took the plunge and installed a new Austrian belt press 
and mill, which produces eight times the amount of juice per man-day.  

We sell our products to a wide range of outlets: farm shops, delis, 
restaurants, pubs, cafes and some wholesalers further afield. Notable 
customers are Riverford (shops and veg boxes), Stable restaurants (which 
specialise in pizza and cider), Fortnum & Mason, Rockfish Seafood 
restaurants and a fair few outlets in Bristol. 

Last spring we planted a new eight-acre bush orchard containing 2,500 cider 
apple trees. This orchard will help produce the organic cider apples we 
require which are very hard to buy on the open market. We chose a mix of 
traditional varieties as well as some of the newer varieties bred by Long 
Ashton Research Station near Bristol.  

The cider world is now going through another phase. There are many more 
cider makers around, big and small.  The ‘big boys’ (often beer/lager 
manufacturers) are now flooding the market with their offerings – often very 
low in apple juice content, pretty sweet and a bit underwhelming. It is our 
challenge to stick to our guns and trust that in time the genuine story we 
have and the integrity of our products shine through.      

Jason Mitchell  

 (We are always on the lookout for cider apples, so if you have an orchard 
where the fruit is not always used, get in touch – 01364 654749) 
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Good taste?  

No fruit is more to our English taste than the Apple. Let the Frenchman have 
his Pear, the Italian his Fig, the Jamaican may retain his farinaceous Banana, 
and the Malay his Durian, but for us the Apple. 

 Edward Bunyard 1933  
 

An interesting but rather politically incorrect observation from a different 
age. Mr Bunyard might have found common ground with Donald Trump, but 
I fancy not much. 

Advising people as I have to on choosing fruit trees is a poisoned chalice. I 
can advise on the size and form of tree to grow in a given situation; the 
rootstock to select; the pruning regime to apply. However, when it comes to 
saying what tastes nice, I only have my own taste buds to go by. I can’t 
borrow those of the person seeking advice. And beware of assuming any 
knowledge or experience. Around New Year I gave some friends some 
perfectly ripe pears to eat, that I had taken from store. Sweet and buttery, 
they were a delight, but a total revelation for most of the group who had 
only ever experienced cold, hard supermarket pears. 
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There are a number of factors that come into play in responding to the 
flavour and texture of fruit. The main one in my experience is the gender of 
the person. Women taste things differently to men. They can perceive 
flavours that men often miss. Also, most women prefer a crisper apple than 
men. Add the diminishing perception of taste with advancing age and 
personal variations in all these factors and it becomes a minefield.  

Having said that, I can suggest a range of varieties that will consistently be 
marked highly by most people in tasting tests held at the nursery. However, 
you always find the odd individual who totally disagrees with everyone else. 
Just hope that person never cooks you a meal. 

Kevin Croucher (Thornhayes Nursery) 

Getting stuck in! 

You stand – loppers in hand – looking at that tangled mess of an apple tree in 
front of you and it bears no relation to anything you ever saw in the pruning 
handbook. Where on earth to begin? It’s easy to feel intimidated and end up 
doing nothing!  

So I joined a dozen other eager learners on the recent Orchard Link training 
day, Pruning Established Apple Trees, to find out more. Charles Staniland set 
the scene, drawing on his forty years of experience in tree care, before we 
went out into the orchard at Widland Farm and began working our way 
rapidly along the rows of apple and pear trees, most of them on medium 
rootstocks and between eight and fifteen feet tall.  

We got in plenty of practice and at the end of the day considered what we 
had learned, with some unexpected lessons emerging:  

 Just get stuck in and don’t be too precious about slavishly following what 

the books say. Fruit trees are tough and resilient things! 

 You don’t need to spend a long time working on a tree to make a 

difference. With practice and confidence, even fifteen minutes may be all 

that’s needed. And you can always do more next year ... 

 To fruit consistently over a long time a tree needs a healthy mix of 

mature fruiting wood (with plenty of knobbly fruit buds) and new growth 
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(slender, straight shoots) that will eventually replace ageing, 

unproductive wood. Good pruning sets in motion a cycle of stimulating 

new growth and removing old growth.  

 Don’t remove more than 20% of a tree in one go – spread the work out 

over several years.  

 Canker can be very prevalent in this damp part of the world and we need 

to learn to live with it. Cutting it all out at once may be too drastic.  

 Vigorously growing vertical stems will fruit better and give the tree a 

better shape if they can be made more horizontal. You can quite heavy-

handedly bend, or even ‘crack’, them down, then temporarily tuck them 

under other branches or tie them down with string until they lignify in 

their new position.  

Robin Toogood 

 



 

11 
 

Genetic testing of Devon apple varieties 

Orchards Live has taken advantage of the excellent discounted offer for 
fingerprinting of top fruit, which was brokered by Peter Laws of FruitID last 
year and carried out by East Malling Research Trust. The results came 
through at the end of 2016 – and were interesting, to say the least. Many of 
the apples tested were deemed ‘unique’, which is pleasing as it means we 
can say with confidence that they are Devon apples. It also means that 
eventually their names and details will go on the National Fruit Register and 
help with future identification. They include All Doer, Payhembury, Greasy, 
Quarry Apple, Totnes Apple, White Close Pippin, Goring, Don’s Delight and 
Tidecombe Seedling. Some were shown to be genetically identical to known 
non-West Country varieties and some match Tamar apples (Blue Sweet, 
Limberlimb, Pig’s Nose 3). (The National Trust collection at Cotehele in the 
Tamar valley was tested earlier, though the results have not yet fed into the 
Register.) 

A particular South Hams poser is Harragan Payne, long cherished by Ben Pike 
and others: it tested identical to Ribston Pippin! We have decided to plant 
both trees anyway [in the mother tree collection at RHS Rosemoor], on the 
assumption that Harragan Payne is a ‘sport’ of the other, and will monitor 
them carefully, comparing flowering times, leaves, fruit and taste. I think 
(and hope) that we can show the two apples as distinct. There are a few 
others we will treat in the same way. 

We also tested an apple from the Woodland Trust orchard above Totnes, 
Colwell Wood, which Ben Pike helped set up. The mid-season apple has a 
very strange shape – long, with a distinct waist – and juices well but doesn’t 
keep. It is called variously Sherry’s Surprise and Sally Sherry’s Apple. Sadly, 
we have no information regarding where it comes from (please write in if 
you know), but it tested unique, so joins the Devon list. We also need to 
chose which name should be put in the Register. 

A thoroughly disturbed hornet’s nest!  

Tattwa Gyani (Orchards Live) 

[Editors: contact Fiona at dnafingerprinting@em-s.co.uk for more 
information about DNA fingerprinting at East Malling) 

mailto:dnafingerprinting@em-s.co.uk
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 How to Grow Your Own Nuts: Choosing, cultivating 
and harvesting nuts in your garden by Martin Crawford 

To an amateur cultivator of nut trees like myself, this new book by Martin 
Crawford is a treasure, full of detailed descriptions of all aspects of choosing, 
cultivating, harvesting and using nuts, as well as pointers to ways in which the 
wood, bark, leaves and flowers of the trees have value. 

He reminds us that ‘the more food we can get from trees and shrubs, the more 
resilient our food growing will be’, since trees can survive the hurricanes, 
flooding and drought that climate change brings better than annual plants. 

And like most of the food we grow in our gardens, nuts from our own trees 
tend to taste better than nuts that have travelled long distances to reach us via 
supermarkets. They also have substantial health benefits – for example, eating 
two ounces of walnuts a day can reduce the risk of heart disease. 

Martin Crawford does not shy away from the fact that nuts are desirable food 
for many other animals as well as we humans, and that if we are to retain a 
reasonable crop for ourselves we have to harvest in good time, be choosey 
about where we plant and versatile in our scaring techniques – as a last resort, 
even installing grandma in the nut grove with a shot-gun! 

 

Apple, Plum, Pear and 

Damson Trees 
Field-grown standard trees 

Delivered throughout the West Country 

Top Fruit Trees 

Tel: 019663 441101 
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I enjoyed his taking us back to the early history of nut-trees: for example, 
imagining hazelnut trees as the first of the nut-trees to recolonise Europe after 
the last ice age, with their nuts perhaps a staple before cereals were widely 
cultivated. 

The book is lavishly and strikingly illustrated, reminding us of these trees’ other 
gifts – their beauty and grandeur as well as their more tangible benefits. 

For those growing nut trees on a larger scale, Martin describes labour-saving 
devices like the Nut Wizard and even how to make one’s own nut drier or nut 
cracking and sorting machines.  

A well-researched and eminently practical book. 

Wendy Stayte (trustee of Plants for a Future and co-ordinator of the 
Transition Town Totnes community nut and fruit-tree project) 

(320 pp., Green Books, £24.99) 
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Celebrating Orchard Heritage  

The last of the Growing Orchard Communities networking events was an 
interesting day at the Devon Rural Archive (DRA), at Shilstone near Modbury.  

Robin Toogood presented a brief history of 20th-century orchards. The decline 
of orchards since the 1st World War has been due to changing agricultural 
technology, reduction in labour needs, the industrialisation of farming and fruit 
growing and the rise of supermarkets. Using OS maps of parishes south of 
Totnes from three different periods, Robin showed how the number and area 
of orchards shrank by around 90%. Although most of us were aware of this, it 
was still shocking to see it so visually depicted. Alongside this collapse is the 
disintegration of an interlocking latticework of farming communities, local 
apple varieties, small-scale cider making and ecologically rich orchard 
meadows, all part of a vital element of West Country life and tradition.  

Holly Trubshawe from the Cookworthy Museum in Kingsbridge told us that 
although the museum holds relatively few orchard or apple-related local 
history artefacts, she would welcome donations in this area – and ideally 
before the older generation, who may have memories, photographs and 
stories, pass away. There is a fine large wooden apple press in the museum 
that could be restored and put to work and Holly will consider this as part of 
finding a more engaging way to show old farm implements.  

Abi Gray is the resident archaeologist at the DRA. She took us round the gallery 
and archive room and explained how the DRA are hoping to survey all the 
larger medieval homesteads in Devon. All information and numerous books 
and maps are available for the public to reference. The DRA is free and open 
during weekdays. It also holds talks and lectures.  

Nicky Bailey and Sara Hurley amused us with a fun quizz on traditions and 
folklore. Some of us were a little horrified to find that our knowledge of 
orchards and apples didn’t go very far, testament perhaps to the many layers 
of history and culture around the Devon apple.  

This was confirmed by the next talk by James Crowden. James could have 
spoken and enthralled us on the history of apples, pears and cider making for 
several days. His knowledge and experience are remarkable and his 
enthusiasm is infectious.  
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Paul Wren ended the day with a short wassail session, distributing drums, 
squeeze boxes and saucepans. He led us in singing two simple and engaging 
tunes that we could use at wassail events next year. Now, I wonder if there 
are apple-related songs for other seasons: picking in October?  

Charlotte Rathbone 

Items for sale 

One dozen glass bottles, clean with caps – free for collection, Harbertonford, 
nr. Totnes. Contact Jacky Stephens, 01803 732474. 

Courses and events  

ORCHARD LINK 
Sunday 12 March, 10.00–3.30, Pruning Young Trees with Charles Staniland. 
A practical day with some background theory, learning how to develop a 
fruit-tree framework and get a tree fruiting. £10 (£12 non-members).  

Saturday 25 March, 10.00–3.30, Bench Grafting of Fruit Trees, with Tom 
Nancarrow, nr. Totnes. Learn how to produce your own young trees. All 
materials provided (small charge for rootstocks); if you want to bring your 
own scion material, please contact us first for collection advice. £12 (£15 
non-members). Booking essential. 

Sunday 11 June, Presentation by entomologist Professor Jerry Cross (East 
Malling Research), Beeson Farm. Details tba. 

For information about any of these events and to book, use the booking form 
online or email info@orchardlink.org.uk. 

ORCHARDS LIVE 
Saturday 25 March, 10.30–3.30, Planning and Planting Your New Orchard, 
with Tim Potter, Landkey. £12/£14. 

Saturday 9 April, 10.30–1.00, Top Working Course, with Jane Pay, nr. 
Chulmleigh. £6.00/£7.00.  

Saturday 22 April, 10.30–1.00, Top Working Course, Bishops Nympton. 
£7.00/£6.00.  

Sunday 14 May, 3.00–5.00, Annual Gathering and Tea, Filleigh Village Hall. 
Free for members/guests £3.00. 
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Saturday 20 May, 10.30–3.30, Making Your Orchard Pay, with George 
Travis, Landkey. £12/£14. 

Saturday 29 July, 10.30–1.00, Budding Day, with Tattwa Gyani, Bishops 
Nympton. £6/£7. 

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: All these events – and sometimes more – can be found on the 
organisations’ websites. The Tamar and Tavy Apple Group (look at 
www.tavyapples.org.uk/) also runs events and courses. Orchard Link and 
Orchards Live share each other’s membership discounts.) 
 

 

The views expressed in this Newsletter are the views of the individual authors and their 
contributions are their copyright. 
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http://www.tavyapples.org.uk/

