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Top-grafted apple tree, Chagford (photo: Jill Millar and Ralph Mackridge) 
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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  
Community orchards are a bit of a preoccupation at the moment, with 
Orchard Link and South Devon AONB jointly seeking lottery funding for a 
community orchard support programme – see Robin Toogood’s update on 
this. The cover photograph and follow-up image demonstrate the success of 
our first top-grafting course in April, which Jill Millar and Ralph Mackridge, 
who kindly hosted the event, describe below. We are pleased too to have a 
piece on rootstocks – about which many of us are pretty hazy – by 
experienced nurseryman, Kevin Croucher. And do have a look at the CAMRA 
appeal against proposed EU legislation ending the tax exemption currently 
available to small-scale cider makers, which we draw your attention to on 
page 11. 

The Orchard Link Annual Gathering (6 September) is highlighted in the 
events section; members will be emailed with more details nearer the time. 

Deadline for copy for the next issue: mid-October. 

Tim Walker and Gill Gairdner 
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Chairman’s address (or bare wood) 
What a show of blossom we’ve had this year, followed by a generally good 
set of fruit. However, as the earlier flowers faded, I noticed dead areas on 
James Grieve. Blossom wilt (or brown rot – it’s hard to distinguish 
between them) had struck. Most years we don’t suffer from this fungal 
attack on blossom but the cold winds during flowering this year made 
trees vulnerable. It looks scary when whole lengths of branch shrivel up.  

Members are savvy enough to Google blossom wilt to gain further insight 
but I am keen to raise awareness so that one of the causes of ‘bare wood’, 
particularly on young branches three to five years old, can be better 
understood. It is the potential growth buds that are destroyed by the 
fungus, meaning they fail to sprout. With this attack the branch is often 
still growing at the ends. To limit the spread of disease it is important to 
remove all infected blossoms and cankers. This is best done soon after 
blossom – when the affected parts are easily visible – rather than delaying 
until the winter prune. This removal will encourage the branch to re-shoot 
and thus fill out the otherwise bare area. (If you see milky-coloured 
bacterial ooze with the affected blossoms, this is fireblight.) 
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On a more cheerful note, the Orchard Link committee beavers away to 
produce an interesting meet-up at Beeson Farm near Beesands in 
September and we’ve booked John Walters (a local naturalist who 
recently gave a BBC talk on solitary bees) to present an evening on 
orchard wildlife in February. We are also near completing a bid for 
Heritage Lottery funding for the support of community orchards – an 
exciting development that will generate a lot of orchard-related activities 
and disseminate skills. Finally, enjoy the wild areas in your orchard. They 
are endlessly interesting and provide sites for a very large number of 
beneficial insects and birds.  

Charles Staniland  

Top-grafting course 
We acquired a small mature orchard on the edge of Dartmoor when we 
bought our new house at the end of 2013. It had been neglected for several 
years. Almost all the trees produce very bitter sweet cider apples – no good 
for juice or eating or cooking. We don’t like bitter sweet cider. 

Charles Staniland came to visit in the autumn of 2014 to advise on 
management. We had already done a lot of pruning – and he recommended 
more. He suggested some of the trees would be suitable for top grafting 
and arranged for Adam Montague to run a course for Orchard Link on our 
trees at the end of March. 

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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About a dozen of us gathered on our building site on a bright but freezing 
cold Sunday morning. We sat ‘inside’ on camping chairs around an 
improvised table for the start of the day when Adam gave us some theory 
about cambium and rising sap and techniques for bark grafting. 

Then we moved outside and Adam demonstrated cleft grafting, which he 
doesn’t recommend, as it is both trickier and less reliable than bark grafting. 
He had realised that it was still too early in the year to be able to do bark 
grafts – the sap was still in wintery condition so the bark was not ready to 
lift off – but he wanted to be able to ‘do’ one tree for us. 

We were able to practise cutting scions, cutting slots on the ‘parent’ tree, 
nailing the scions onto the host after wrapping them in buddy tape to 
prevent water loss, and saw how to apply grafting wax. Not too hot! 

Two weeks later, over the Easter weekend, we decided the sap was rising 
enough to be able to try out our new skills. We had cut all but one branch 
off each of the trees that Adam had recommended grafting – leaving a ‘sap 
drawer’ – a single branch – which will get removed next year if the grafts 
take. We grafted 12 trees in all – each with a different variety of apple – 
eaters and cookers. No bitter sweet! The trees looked very odd – 
amputated branches with ‘fingers’ sticking out of the ends [see cover]. 

 

Scions starting into growth (photo: Jill Millar and Ralph Mackridge) 
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After only a couple of weeks some of the scions were showing definite signs 
of growth – buds bursting through the tape. And now as we write this (end 
of May), we can report that most of the grafts have taken, including Adam’s 
cleft grafts.  Next year we’ll have to start pruning to leave only one graft per 
branch – and also keep pruning off water shoots from the ‘parent’ tree.  

It was a really enjoyable experience for us to welcome fellow ‘linkers’ to our 
new orchard, the start of a great new project. We’ll welcome visits from 
members who would like to see the orchard and how the grafts are 
progressing. 

Jill Millar and Ralph Mackridge 

 

 

Rootstocks: some personal observations  
Much conflicting information is available in the media about fruit 
rootstocks, often inappropriate to the South West with our challenging 
climate. So here are a few points drawn from personal observations over 
three or more decades. 
Apples 
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The easiest of the main top fruits to grow in the South West, but the dwarf 
rootstocks (M27, M9, M26) are unstable in the ground, need staking their 
entire lives and require excellent soil conditions to have reasonable vigour. I 
use M9 for step-over trees, but it will canker on wet or heavy sites. 

M25 is generally used for standards as it is precocious in fruiting and forms 
a fibrous root system for easy transplanting. Trees on the old seedling crab 
rootstocks are more vigorous but have ‘fang-ier’ roots and can take a 
decade to come into fruit. 

MM106 is generally the best choice for garden use but does not like 
wet/heavy soils, where it can develop collar rot and root rot. To overcome 
the problem I am starting this year to offer some trees on M116, which is 
slightly more dwarfing than MM106 but anchors itself well and is more 
tolerant of wetter sites. I will await feedback from areas like northwest 
Devon. 

MM111 is sometimes offered by nurseries. It is between M25 and MM106 
in vigour but in my experience doesn’t like wet sites – though it is 
recommended for poor, dry soils.  

Plums 
There used to be all sorts of different plum rootstocks, but most of them 
suckered badly. Nowadays, there are mainly three in use, of which in my 
opinion St Julien A is the best. It can be used for fans, bush, half-standards 
and, on vigorous varieties, full standards. It is compatible with all plums and 
most other stone fruits and has few if any suckers.  

For bigger trees, many varieties can be grown on seedling Myrobalan 
(Prunus cerasifera), which doesn’t sucker badly. A smaller option, often 
promoted, is Pixy, but I find that it suckers badly and on certain varieties it 
dwarfs the fruit, not just the tree. 

Pears 
Leaving aside seedling pear rootstocks, which make enormous trees of 30 – 
40 feet and Quince C which is too dwarf, there are two main choices, 
Quince A or Pyrodwarf. The latter is a more recent option: while a little 
more vigorous than Quince A it gives a sturdier and often heavier-cropping 
tree for most garden and orchard uses, without any incompatibility 
problems. However, both do well on suitable sites in the South West.  
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Cherry 
There are various options available, but if you want cherries you have to net 
the tree, so in most situations the only suitable rootstock is Gisela 5. Every 
other option is too large or poses problems. 

Finally, a couple of points to remember:  

 Some varieties are naturally more vigorous than others, so they will 
grow bigger on the same rootstock. 

 Trees on a particular rootstock will grow bigger on a deep, rich soil 
than on a poor soil.  

Kevin Croucher, Thornhayes Nursery  
 

 
 

Help! Where’s the grass gone? 
Scything 2 

Preparing to welcome people from all over South Devon to our second 
scything day with trainer, Alastair Inglis, I was pretty aghast to find that 
the field we’d arranged to use for the purpose had already been tractor-
mown to its very edges. As people began to appear I wondered frantically 
whether my small back lawn might somehow be suitable … . Then Mary 
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and Chris Edwards arrived and suggested we transfer en masse to Week 
community orchard, not yet cut and only five minutes away.  What a 
relief! This orchard – planted up about three years ago and with a fine 
viewy location and every sign of being well cared for – proved not at all 
second best.  

When I returned at the end of the day there were impressive windrows of 
cut grass to be seen and Alastair was introducing his ‘class’ to the technique 
of peening – hammering the surface of a scythe blade to restore its 
thickness and angle. (This is obviously quite a high-level skill, requiring a fair 
bit of practice. I believe that professional peening services are available … .)  
One of the trainees said how much she’d appreciated the quiet of the 
scythe; it was also obvious from the mowing practice area just how good 
the tool is for precision cutting around trees and hedges, as well as for 
straight runs. 

Incidentally, we could have filled the course twice over: is this the power of 
bare chests on TV? 

Gill Gairdner 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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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Threat to small-scale cider and perry production?  
Proposed EU legislation seeks to remove the tax exemption currently 
available to small-scale cider and perry producers. Under the exemption, 
producers of less that 7,000 lt do not have to pay duty – a saving of up to 
£2,700 a year. A campaign is being organised by CAMRA to persuade the 
UK government not to support this change.  

CAMRA argues that: 

1 Someone producing less than 7,000 lt will generally be making less than 
£10,000 a year in sales. This means the tax exemption only applies to very 
small businesses, farm-gate producers and hobbyists. If a duty were to be 
levied on these producers it would make their operations uneconomic and 
lead to widespread closure. 

2 80 per cent of Britain’s 500+ cider makers are currently small producers. 
A tax will severely impact on consumer choice and will cause irreparable 
damage to one of the nation’s most historic industries. 

3 An exemption from this duty is essential to supporting the growth of a 
vibrant but still small cider and perry market ... . [It is also] wholly 
disproportionate given that a small producer selling up to 33 pints a day 
has no capacity to affect EU trade to any meaningful degree. 

To support this campaign, go to 
https://you.38degrees.org.uk/petitions/protect-small-cider-producers-1. 

Gill Gairdner 

Local shows 
In the past, Orchard Link has manned a stand at a number of local agricultural 
shows. It’s a chance to make ourselves known to a wider group and at the 
same time participate in what is always a jolly day out (especially if you have a 
weakness for breeds of cattle and sheep, Young Farmer competitions and 
artisan produce …). 

Totnes Show – 26 July 
Kingsbridge Show – 5 September 
Avon Mill (stand and press) – 10 October 

Please contact Gill Gairdner (gillgairdner@gmail.com or 01803 847962) if 
you’re interested in lending a hand.  
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Growing orchard communities 

Orchard Link/AONB funding bid 

Since its birth back in 1998, Orchard Link’s core membership has been the 
holders of (mostly small) privately owned orchards in South Devon; but 
recently we have seen a growing membership of community-run orchards 
open to the public, and Orchard Link is keen to cater for their needs too.  

Twenty groups have told us they are keen to work with us on a project to 
support and develop community orchards and with their help we are about 
to submit two funding bids to make a ‘Growing Orchard Communities’ 
programme happen.  

In addition to these South Devon community orchards, we are aware of at 
least another 15 in Plymouth – and there are no doubt others we have yet 
to hear about or which are self-sufficient and do not need support. Some 
groups are keen to establish an orchard but have yet to find a suitable site. 

There appears to be no such thing as a typical community orchard. They 
vary from one eighth of an acre to four acres, from 20 trees to 200 trees, 
from newly planted to a hundred years old, from five volunteer members to 
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over 50, from freehold to leasehold, and from Noss Mayo in the west to 
Holcombe in the east. 

However, there tends to be a common set of questions: 

 How to manage their sites for fruit, for wildlife, and the public;  

 How to make their sites better-used and more accessible;  

 How to recruit more active volunteers and members; 

 How to involve the wider community including schools and young people; 

 How to increase their members’ practical skills and technical knowledge;  

 How to map, record and document their sites;  

 How to use art, music, drama, festivals and events to celebrate their 
orchards; 

 How to learn from each other as a family of community orchards. 

We will let you know the outcome of our funding bids in the next newsletter 
and – if successful – launch an extended programme of activities to run 
throughout next year. 

For more information, contact Robin Toogood (treasurer@orchardlink.org.uk). 

An end to brown rot? 
There’s been an interesting correspondence sparked off by a piece in the 
Orchards Live June 2015 newsletter on ‘Horseradish Tea’ as a possible 
fungicide. Charles Staniland, endeavouring to find out more, learnt that in 
1995 Pennsylvania State University announced: ‘minced horseradish holds 
promise in decontaminating wastewater and now says it may clean 
contaminated soils and possible effect on mildews, etc.’, but there doesn’t 
appear to have been any follow-up.   

Eileen Meara, who edits the Orchards Live newsletter, pointed Charles in 
the direction of a number of organisations that describe horseradish as 
making an effective preventative fungicide, in particular against brown rot – 
which a number OL members have trouble with. These include, for instance, 
the North West Counties Association of Allotment & Leisure Gardeners 
(http://northwestallotments.btck.co.uk/companionplanting) here in the UK.  
There are several variations on the following recipe: 
 

Horseradish Tea 
Process one cup of roots in a food processor till finely chopped. Combine 
this with 400g of water in a glass container and let soak for 24 hours. 

http://northwestallotments.btck.co.uk/companionplanting
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Strain the liquid, discarding the solids. Now mix the liquid with 
approximately 1 1/2 litres of water (quantities vary between two pints and 
two litres) and spray. 

Charles makes the point that a trial over several years – say with ten trees 
sprayed with the tea, ten sprayed with water and ten unsprayed – would be 
extremely useful. So: any painstaking apple grower (with a brown rot 
problem) out there? 

Gill Gairdner 

Follow-up 
The ‘swelling fruit buds’ on the cover of the last newsletter now look like this: 

 
Developing fruit, West Bulkamore (photo: Tim Walker) 
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Items for sale 
Vigo Classic Crusher and Table: This crusher has a large wheel with stainless 
steel crushers and rollers. Can be positioned over a Vigo basket press to 
crush fruit directly into the basket or mounted on the table with a bucket 
below.  £60.00 o.n.o. (normally retails at £245.00). Contact Tim Walker, 
01364 642987. 
 

Courses and events  
ORCHARD LINK 
Sunday 6 September, 1.00–4.30/5.00, Annual Gathering, hosted by Robin 
and Veronica Cross at Beeson Farm, Beesands, near Kingsbridge (for 
directions, see www.beesonhols.co.uk).  

The day will include a visit (guided by director Liz Turner) to the nearby 
Trees for Health Agroforestry Project to look at its fruit and nut orchards, 
understory planting and buffering techniques, a walk through the new 
Beesands community orchard, a tour of the traditional orchard at Beeson 
Farm, and a scything demonstration.  

Tea (of course!) will be served in the Beeson Old Threshing Barn, where we 
will also run an informal apple juice and cider tasting session – please label 
the bottom of any bottles you bring with class/type and year. Apple-y fare for 
sharing is welcomed. 

Free to members and their guests.   

RSVP – please confirm your attendance by emailing info@orchardlink.org.uk. 

ORCHARDS LIVE 
Saturday 18 July, Budding Course, Bishop’s Nympton, South Molton. 

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

Saturday 19 September, Making Your Orchard Pay, Umberleigh. 

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 (see 
www.tavyapples.org.uk/) also runs events and courses. Orchard Link and 
Orchards Live share each other’s membership discounts.) 

http://www.beesonhols.co.uk/
mailto:info@orchardlink.org.uk
http://www.tavyapples.org.uk/
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Orchard wildlife: Welsh chafer (Hoplia philanthus) 
 

 

Welsh chafers on an apple fruitlet, West Bulkamore (photo: Dawn Walker) 

The Welsh chafer is one of six species of chafer in the UK, the most familiar 
being the cockchafer or ‘May bug’. The Welsh chafer is usually seen in 
meadows, along hedgerows and woodland edges, all of which surround our 
orchard. The adult chafers are reddish brown in colour with distinctive large 
antennae and have strong hard cases that protect their delicate wings. The 
adult beetle can be seen in June when the beetles are active seeking a 
mate. Chafer grubs can be found in the soil under grass where they live for 
up to 3–4 years, emerging just when birds need a hearty feed for their 
hungry broods. Predators such as starlings, rooks, crows, jackdaws, 
magpies, greater spotted woodpeckers, foxes and badgers all make the 
most of both the grubs and beetles. These beetles are not generally a 
serious pest; the bumbling adults chomp on the edges of almost any 
vegetation including apple fruitlets, but they’re not around for long and 
don’t really do much damage (especially if the birds have their way). But 
beware if you pick up a Welsh chafer for a closer look: they’re quick to sink 
their jaws into anything that comes their way, including fingers.  

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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