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Forgotten Fruits

Christopher Stocks is a writer and journalist who has
worked for, among others, Harpers & Queen, ES Magazine,
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Uruguayan beach resorts to an underground submarine
base off the coast of Sweden. More recently he wrote a
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and he is a regular contributor to Gardens Illustrated.
He collects unusual perfumes and old Shell Guides,
won a 2007 Bridport Prize for his poetry, and shares a
birthday with Donny Osmond and Hermione Gingold.
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Praise for Forgotten Fruits

Shortlisted for the André Simon Book Awards 2008

Runner-up for the 2008 Garden Media Guild's Inspirational
Book of the Year: 'Christopher Stocks's passion for, and
research of, his subject makes Forgotten Fruits a fascinating read
– and not just for experts.'

'This is my favourite book of the year. Written with passion
and real knowledge of his subject, Stocks celebrates the story
behind our favourite fruit and veg . . . you will be inspired.'

Monty Don, Daily Mail Weekend

'The names of Christopher Stocks' Forgotten Fruits carry an
extraordinary cargo of memories and he unpacks this baggage
in the course of his captivating book . . . written with a
wonderfully light and assured touch.'

Anna Pavord, Gardens Illustrated

'Handsome and readable . . . full of intriguing facts . . . This
book will be enjoyed by people interested in the diversity of
British fruit and vegetables and the stories behind their
development.'

Joy Larkcom, The Garden

'A scholarly and fascinating study of rare traditional varieties
of British fruit and vegetables that conjures a lost world from
the humble gooseberry, leek and apple.'

Jane Shilling, The Times

'I have . . . added the excellent Forgotten Fruits to my evergrowing
pile of gardening books, and it is proving to be a
great source of inspiration for future projects.'

Simon Tiffin, Daily Telegraph

'Meticulously researched, wonderful descriptions, lots of
anecdotes, lots of practical advice . . . a serious work and
fascinating read.'

Juliet Roberts, editor of Gardens Illustrated, on Radio 4,

Gardeners' Question Time

'A charming historical journey of fruit and veg in all their
glorious variety . . . oozes trivia and taste notes.'

Daily Mail

'Gardeners and allotment-holders take note! This superb
guide to Britain's traditional, but fast-disappearing fruit and
vegetables sounds a clarion call to all of us . . . A very detailed
and interesting guide to the history and idiosyncrasies of
these truly unforgettable fruits and vegetables.'

Good Book Guide

'Fresh insight into Britain's natural and social history, with
inspiration for gardeners in spadefuls.'

National Trust Magazine

'A fascinating work of natural and social history as well as a
bit of a reminder of favourites from your childhood that have
lost popularity! What's really interesting about this book is
that it gives you the chance to grow history in your very own
garden, producing Victorian favourites, or classic greats from
the 1500s.'

Country Kitchen

'Considers the origins of unusual varieties but imparts far
more along the way about their place in the social fabric of
Britain.'

Amateur Gardening

'If you love the titbits and tales behind the varieties, you're in
for a treat . . . This book has more facts than you can shake a
stick at, and certainly more than enough to bore countless
friends and acquaintances with next time you're down the
pub (or on the allotment perhaps).'

Garden News

'This gem of a book is learned and you will be able to
disarm your guests with erudite lore on the social history of
vegetables.'

Country House

'If you want to grow a bit of history in your garden, get a taste
of something truly different or find out about British rural life
over the centuries, Forgotten Fruits makes irresistible reading.'

Folio

'This superbly written book reveals the stories behind our
fruit and veg in an attempt to rescue the best survivors from
obscurity.'

Countryfile Magazine

'Stocks's mix of fascinating history and literary references is
bound to inspire, whether you have a garden or not.'

Waitrose Food Illustrated

'Beguiling . . . Packed with facts and stories, it's a great source
on how to grow your own rarities.'

Sainsbury's Magazine

'A fascinating new book called Forgotten Fruits which creates a
definitive guide to Britain's traditional fruit and vegetables
and their significance to our past.'

Eastern Daily Press

'A huge amount of research has gone into selecting varieties
to focus on and the result is an extremely informative and
interesting look, not only at the produce itself, but also at the
people who developed and grew these varieties.'

Essex Life

'A fascinating account of our horticultural history.'

Dorset Echo

'A good read for everyone, gardener or not.'

Oxford Times
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Introduction
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Sandwiched between Heathrow airport, the Queen Mother
reservoir and the M25, Colnbrook is one of those unexpected
scraps of pre-twentieth-century London that, against all the
odds, has survived into the twenty-first. Once an important staging
post on the road to Bath, it was bypassed in the late 1920s, with the
result that the narrow village street still runs, much as it must have
done in quieter days, past brick-built cottages and the ancient, half-timbered
Ostrich Inn, where in medieval times (so the story goes)
the landlord and his wife murdered around sixty of their guests by
pitching them, one after another, into a barrel of boiling beer.

Yet, the most interesting building in Colnbrook is not the Ostrich
Inn, but a deeply uninspiring block of modern low-rise flats a little
further east along what's now called the Old Bath Road. It might
not be much to look at, but then what's interesting about The
Lawns, as the block is known, is not its architectural distinction (or
lack of it) but its incongruously bucolic name. It is called The Lawns
because it stands near the site of a nineteenth-century villa of the
same name. And as an address, The Lawns, Colnbrook, occupies a
surprisingly important place in British history – or rather it would
if we took the story of our food as seriously as we take the story of
our kings and queens and country houses.

In the early nineteenth century Colnbrook was still a small
country village that combined rustic charm with easy access to
Windsor and the capital. It was just the kind of place where a
comfortably-off Londoner might choose to spend his twilight years,
and in the early 1820s a retired brewer from Bermondsey took a
lease on The Lawns (or Lawns Cottage, as it was sometimes known)
along with two acres of orchards and gardens. Around 1825 he
planted some seeds of a Ribston Pippin apple, and a few years later
the seedlings that came up bore fruit for the first time. Like most
apples grown from seed they were quite different from their parent,
and one in particular stood out for its wonderful flavour. In 1836 he
gave some grafts of the young tree to one of his neighbours, a
nurseryman called David Small, who lived at Nursery Cottage on
Colnbrook High Street. Small and his son James started selling this
new variety in 1840, and before long other nurseries took it on and
its fame began to spread. By the end of the nineteenth century it
had become one of the most popular apples in Britain.

The name of the retired brewer was Richard Cox, and his apple
became known as Cox's Orange Pippin. Today it is the most widely
grown apple in the world, yet every one of those millions of trees
can trace its ancestry directly back to that single seedling, planted
by Richard Cox at The Lawns, Colnbrook, in 1825.

Mr Cox's villa and gardens have long since disappeared,
replaced by modern housing and a car park. No one thought to
preserve them, and the original Orange Pippin tree is said to have
blown down in 1911 during a gale. Other than its name, The Lawns
today bears no sign of its place in culinary history, which is a shame,
though Nursery Cottage still stands. But Colnbrook has not
forgotten Richard Cox entirely. Not far away, in Albany Park, a
small community orchard was planted in 1992, with Cox's Orange
Pippin trees and three metal benches in the shapes C, O and X – a
typically imaginative contribution from the charity Common
Ground, which works with local communities to enhance the spirit
of our everyday places.

Cox's Orange Pippin may be the most successful apple of all time,
but for all its fame surprisingly few of us are familiar with its story.
And it is only one among hundreds of outstanding varieties of fruit
and vegetables of which this country can boast. Many of them have
histories at least as long and equally interesting, yet we hardly ever see
them for sale in the shops, on restaurant menus or in cookery books.
Some, which were once as celebrated as Cox's Orange Pippin, have
since been almost entirely forgotten or altogether lost. Others are still
relatively easy to find, at least if you know where to look.

This book is an attempt to rescue the best of the survivors from
undeserved obscurity. Some, such as the May Duke cherry or the
Martock bean, may well be hundreds of years old. Others have
close connections to a particular region, village or town; sometimes
even to a specific house, like the Pitmaston Duchess pear. There are
onions named after islands, redcurrants named after castles, even a
parsnip named after a popular song. Many varieties commemorate
individual people: brilliant professional gardeners and gifted
amateurs, as well as ordinary folk – such as George Crook, who in
1833 stumbled across the Yellow Egg plum growing wild in a
Worcestershire wood – who just happened to be in the right place
at the right time. A number of varieties deserve to be grown for
their names alone: who could resist a gooseberry called Hero of the
Nile, a plum called the Warwickshire Drooper or a turnip that
glories in the name of Orange Jelly?

The damp, temperate British climate allows us to grow a wider
range of fruit and vegetables than virtually anywhere else on earth,
and the history of their introduction, adoption and improvement
has mirrored the transformations in British society from the Roman
conquest right through to the present day. Fashions in food have
changed just as radically over the centuries as fashions in clothing,
but the former tend to be less well known, perhaps because food
fashions change so much more slowly. Our forebears would have
thought us crazy to eat tomatoes, which were considered fit only for
decoration; mind you, they would have thought us mad to eat just
about anything raw, including apples, pears, plums and celery, the
majority of which, until the mid-eighteenth century, would have
gone straight into the cooking pot. Brussels sprouts were once
regarded as fashionable upper-class delicacies; cucumbers were
believed to be fatal in any quantity; and potatoes were treated with
grave suspicion – though at least they were never actually illegal in
this country, as they were in France between 1748 and 1772.

International upheavals had unforeseen consequences too.
Without the Spanish Inquisition our carrots might never have been
orange, while the French Revolution was at least partly responsible
for the triumph of British strawberries in the nineteenth century.
Even the humblest root crops have their claims to fame: beetroot,
for example, is in part responsible for the abolition of slavery, while
swedes helped lay the foundations for the Industrial Revolution;
carrots did their bit towards winning the Second World War in
their guise as an undercover secret weapon, and there would not
be so many Irish-Americans in the United States if it wasn't for
a potato.

Changes in the kind of crops we grew, and the way we cooked
with them, have usually emerged in the wake of major historical
events like these, but a few pioneering individuals have revolutionised
our fruit and vegetables too. This select band of
horticultural heroes includes Richard Harris, a kind of British
sixteenth-century Johnny Appleseed; the French spy and fireworks
aficionado Amédée-François Frézier, without whom our
strawberries would be much smaller; John Tradescant, who
probably grew this country's first blackcurrants and runner beans
in his Lambeth garden; Joseph Myatt, another south Londoner,
who first persuaded the British public to stop treating rhubarb as a
medicine and start eating it instead; and a solitary heroine,
Charlotte Knight, who with her father bred one of the finest
cherries of all, the magnificent Waterloo.

Given this rich and ancient inheritance it's chastening to
discover how many old varieties have been lost over the years.
Some of them simply died out, victims of gradual decline, inherent
feebleness or the cumulative effects of disease; others were superseded
by improved varieties, which had greater drought resistance
or fuller flavour. Others again proved unsuitable for modern
farming, and are no longer grown on a commercial scale. Many old
varieties of vegetables were lost simply because no one cared
enough about them; partly, I suspect, because vegetables lack fruit's
instant visual allure, but mainly because they lead far briefer lives
than fruit trees, some of which can survive for anything up to 300
years. We grow most vegetables as annuals, which means that they
have to be planted each year from fresh stocks of seed. If their seed
isn't carefully collected at the end of every season, or different
varieties are allowed to interbreed, an ancient variety can be lost
within a couple of years.

Other developments have had unintended consequences.
Perhaps the most notorious was the introduction of European
Union legislation during the 1970s and 1980s governing the legal use
and distribution of vegetable seeds. Currently, only those varieties
that are registered on what's known as the National List may be sold
as legally certified seed; to sell unlisted vegetable varieties, however
ancient or widely grown they may be, is technically illegal. (By a
quirk of genetics, fruit escaped inclusion in the list, as most fruit trees
and bushes are propagated from cuttings and grafts rather than
from seed.) Though intended to protect small-scale producers and,
to some extent, to preserve particular local varieties, the National
List has had a massive effect on less commercially valuable vegetable
varieties, since the process of registering them is long and
expensive. At the time of writing it costs £365 to register each
variety on the National List, plus an £800 charge for testing and a
'Reference Varieties' fee of £350. Both the testing and Reference
Varieties fees are repeated in the second year, which means that to
register a single variety will cost £2,665 in the first two years. As a
result, hundreds of once-popular varieties have been lost.

Although the period between the late 1970s and the early 1990s
was in many ways a low point for older and more unusual varieties
of vegetables and fruit, fortunately it was not the end of the story.
For one thing, many more varieties survived than one might have
expected. People have always treasured old fruit trees and collected
seed of favourite kinds of vegetables for their own use or the
pleasure of their family and friends. Others were unwittingly
preserved, in gardens and hedgerows, on the sites of former
nurseries and market gardens, or as overlooked remnants of once-productive
orchards, grubbed up decades ago. Still others were
saved by enlightened organisations such as Garden Organic
(formerly known as the Henry Doubleday Research Association),
which set up its Heritage Seed Library in 1975 specifically to
safeguard vegetable varieties that had been dropped from the
National List (or had never been added to it), and the National
Fruit Collection at Brogdale in Kent, whose priceless living
collection of fruit trees and bushes includes 1,880 varieties of apples
as well as hundreds of plums, pears, cherries and other fruit.

For all the losses – and there have been plenty – what's
remarkable is how many old varieties have actually survived. And
in fact it seems possible that we may not have lost quite the number
that has sometimes been claimed. Many writers have commented
on the astonishing wealth of varieties in nineteenth-century seed
catalogues, which make their modern-day equivalents look pretty
impoverished by comparison. One leading seed company today,
for example, offers twelve different kinds of peas, which sounds
quite impressive until you turn to the same firm's catalogue from
1852, which listed fifty-three, along with thirty-seven varieties of
lettuce and forty-two different kinds of cabbages. Fruit varieties
came in similar abundance. In the 1860 edition of his classic Fruit
Manual, Robert Hogg lists at least twenty-four varieties of apricot
(all of them grown in Britain), not to mention a similar number of
nectarines and sixty-two kinds of peach, including such delights as
George the Fourth, Old Newington, Mountaineer and the
legendary Têton de Venus, 'surmounted', in Hogg's words, 'by a
large turgid nipple'. Faced with such an embarrassment of riches,
our present poverty of choice may seem disheartening, but some of
the longest lists of Victorian varieties should probably be taken with
a pinch of salt. Our nineteenth-century forebears might have had
hundreds more varieties to choose from than we do, but what's less
often noted is that the literature of the period was awash with
complaints about similar varieties being passed off under several
different names. In the days before the Trade Descriptions Act,
unscrupulous seedsmen would buy the stock of one variety, change
its name and then sell it on as if newly introduced. But the
duplication was not only the result of sharp practice: before efficient
transport and instant communication it was not uncommon for the
same varieties to acquire their own local names in different parts of
the country. Sorting out this mess was one of the principal aims of
the Horticultural Society of London, founded in 1804 and later to
become the Royal Horticultural Society, but as quickly as
duplicates could be identified yet more 'new' varieties spilled on to
what was, after all, a completely unregulated market. The potato
Up to Date offers a particularly arresting example. Less than thirty
years after it was launched by the great Scottish grower Archibald
Findlay in 1894, it was being sold under 200 alternative names.

It was somehow rather appealing to discover, in researching this
book, how many old varieties had been found entirely by chance.
Novel varieties of fruit trees seem to have had a habit of turning up
in cottage gardens; a new redcurrant was found, appropriately
enough, beneath a gooseberry bush. As for apple seedlings, they
seem constantly to have been popping up in the most unexpected
places: unearthed from rubbish heaps, dug out of roadside verges
and liberated from humble front gardens, even on one famous
occasion found growing on a roof. Now that scientists and multinational
companies have a virtual monopoly on crop development,
what's also striking about these stories is how many of our old
varieties were raised by perfectly ordinary people. Few things better
illustrate the thrifty and practical outlook of our forebears than the
speed with which they took up any chance opportunity that came
their way. To them we owe some of our finest kinds of fruit and
vegetables, but what also became clear was that they rarely acted
entirely on their own. Story after story revealed that every small
town (and even many villages) could boast its own local nursery,
whose enterprising owners more often than not seized on each new
find, quickly building up stocks and then marketing the new variety
with energy and imagination. So while the people who made the
original discoveries certainly deserve great credit, it was almost
invariably the nurserymen who named them . . . and who usually
made the money.

Most of these nurseries – the greatest of them, sometimes
covering hundreds of acres, as well as the tiny one-man-bands –
have long since disappeared beneath modern housing and
industrial estates, but even today they continue to haunt us. Not
only in the names they once so proudly gave to their own varieties,
whose euphonious litany (Kirke's Blue, Laxton's No. 1, Lane's
Prince Albert, Williams' Bon Chrétien . . .) echoes down the years,
but also in affectingly corporeal ways. Strawberries and radishes
still come up in Brompton cemetery, built on the site of a
nineteenth-century market garden, and one wonders how many
back gardens in Worcester, say, or Berkhamsted, where famous
nurseries once stood, unwittingly preserve unusual old fruit trees
and lost varieties of vegetable. Fruit trees in particular have an
admirable habit of hanging on to life, sometimes for hundreds of
years, and almost every week while compiling this book newspaper
cuttings would arrive, recording yet another discovery of a long-lost
variety of apple or a venerable plum. Set against the terrible
destruction of Britain's fruit orchards during the twentieth century,
stories like these offer grounds for minor celebration.

When it came to selecting varieties to include, there were several
criteria I wanted to apply. First of all, although many are now quite
rare, all of the varieties I've chosen can still be found for sale, mostly
from specialist nurseries and seed companies, whose contact details
can be found at the end of the book. Unfortunately antiquity is no
guarantee of quality, so I have tried to include only those varieties
that have been personally recommended, or that are generally
agreed to be worth growing – usually for their excellent flavour, but
often also for their appearance, their vigour, their drought-resistance
or some other useful quality. Some were chosen for their
fascinating history; others for their long-standing connections with
a specific place. A few I couldn't resist including simply because
they have such wonderful names. All too many varieties have little
or no recorded history, although one of the most enjoyable aspects
of my research has been to fill in a few of the gaps, and to confirm
(or in some cases correct) many of the dates of introduction, which
often prove earlier than previously thought. Some of the stories in
these pages are being told for the first time in 150 years; others
occurred just about within living memory. Perhaps the most
surprising were those stories that have been told many times before,
but which turned out on closer examination to be completely
unsubstantiated, or in a few cases just plain wrong. Needless to say,
any remaining errors are my own.

This is the first attempt to tell the history of so many individual
varieties of British fruit and vegetables, and as such it should
perhaps best be regarded as a work in progress; as an introduction
rather than an encyclopedia. In some ways the most exciting stories
are those that remain incomplete, their details often maddeningly
vague. Many fascinating mysteries remain to be solved. Who was
the Dan immortalised by the gooseberry called Dan's Mistake, and
what on earth did he do wrong? Where did the Victoria plum really
come from? What, where or who was the Bascombe Mystery? The
answers may lie in the pages of crumbling magazines, or hidden
away in county record offices, waiting for patient, sharp-eyed local
historians to discover them. For these stories are, more than anything
else, the stories of local people and particular places, and like
the story of The Lawns, Colnbrook, they deserve their own special
niche in our common heritage.






Apples
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There is no kind of Fruit better known in England than the
Apple, or more generally cultivated. It is of that Use, that I
hold it almost impossible for the English to live without it,
whether it be employed for that excellent Drink we call
Cider, or for the many Dainties which are made of it in the
Kitchen: In short, were all other Fruits wanting to us,
Apples would make us amends.

Richard Bradley, New Improvements of Planting and
Gardening, Both Philosophical and Practical (1739)

Given that this country has something like 2,000 varieties of
eating and cooking apples alone, it would be easy to write
an entire book on the subject – and indeed several people
already have. Of all the kinds of fruit and vegetables we have,
apples are perhaps the best loved and also, in many ways, the most
emotive, so choosing a small selection of the best varieties will
always be a contentious exercise. Since one of the aims of this book
is to encourage people to try growing things themselves, I have
limited myself to those apples that can easily be grown in an
average-sized garden (at least on a dwarfing rootstock) and that will
repay the effort of growing them. Sadly that counts out several
hundred varieties of cider apples, which are best grown in larger
groups, but whose inclusion would anyway make this chapter
unconscionably long. For a more comprehensive account than
there is room for here, the best place to start is with Joan Morgan
and Alison Richards' magisterial New Book of Apples, published in
2002 and still, happily, in print.

Britain's love affair with apples started early on. Small, sour crab
apples are thought to be indigenous to Britain, and the word for
apple (abhal in Celtic and aval in Cornish and Breton) found its way
into a number of ancient place-names such as Avalon – the Isle of
Apples, legendary burial-place of King Arthur. Although crab
apples were, presumably, widely used, and probably made into
cider to drink, they were no match for the far larger, sweeter
domestic apple that appears to have been introduced, like so many
other kinds of fresh fruit and vegetables, during the four long
centuries of Roman occupation. The domestic apple's ancestral
home is far away, in the ancient Tian Shan fruit forests, which
stretch from the edge of the Gobi Desert to the mountains of
Uzbekistan. In this area of extraordinary biodiversity wild apples
have flourished and interbred since time out of mind, both
naturally and, later, thanks to human intervention. (For an absorbing
and up-to-date account of apples' genetic origins – part history,
part adventure story – see The Story of the Apple by Barrie E. Juniper
and David Mabberley. Barrie Juniper, Reader Emeritus in Plant
Sciences at Oxford University, has raised the intriguing probability
that domestic apples are, in fact, descended from a single wild
ancestor, Malus sieversii, which can still be found growing on the
borders between present-day China and Kazakhstan.) Indeed,
today's apples have so many different ancestors in their genetic
make-up that seedlings almost never come up 'true to type' – which
is why named varieties are invariably propagated by grafts and
cuttings rather than by seed. By the same token, new varieties are
constantly springing up from seed. The vast majority of them, of
course, are mediocre at best and worthless at worst, but just
occasionally a fine new variety will arise, as it were, from nowhere,
such as Bramley's Seedling or the now-ubiquitous Cox.

Like other Roman introductions such as pears, domestic apples
may have fallen almost entirely out of cultivation during the Dark
Ages, especially if the skills involved in grafting them were lost. Like
pears, too, old varieties may have survived in monastery orchards,
to be joined by hundreds of new varieties from the continent that
began flooding into Britain from the time of Henry VIII. The oldest
varieties to survive into the present day probably date from this
period: the Winter Pearmain, for example, which is still available
now, was mentioned by John Gerard in his famous Herball of 1597,
when it was apparently thriving in his London garden, between
Chancery and Fetter Lanes.

Foreign imports were slowly supplanted by home-grown varieties,
and by the early eighteenth century apple-breeding had become
something of a British mania. In 1739, a slightly exasperated Richard
Bradley noted in his New Improvements of Planting and Gardening, Both
Philosophical and Practical that 'To set down the several various Names
of Apples, would be a Work almost impossible, seeing how many
various Kinds are yearly produced from the Kernels, in almost every
County in England; and where they happen to prove good, either for
making Cider, or Table-use, have Names given them according to
the Mind of the Person that raised them.'

If the eighteenth century was the age of unbridled interbreeding,
the nineteenth was when apples, like so many other crops, became
the subject of scientific enquiry and careful categorisation. When it
was founded in 1804, one of the main aims of the Horticultural
Society of London was to clear up some of the confusion that had
arisen over the years in the naming of apple varieties. Among the
hundreds of varieties already available, many were known by
different names in different areas, or had been renamed by canny
nurserymen in the hope of persuading their customers that they
were buying something novel when in fact all they were doing was
purchasing a hoary old variety under a brand-new name.

The nineteenth century also brought a rising interest in dessert
(rather than cooking) apples, which helps explain why Britain is the
only country in the world that distinguishes between the two types.
Before this time most varieties of apple were considered to be dualpurpose
– that is, suitable both for cooking and, to a lesser extent,
for eating raw, although uncooked food of any kind was regarded
with some suspicion in the days before clean washing water was
widely available and the importance of hygiene in food preparation
was universally understood. As food standards improved, raw fruit
became not just safe to eat but also extremely fashionable, and few
kinds of fruit were more patriotically appreciated than apples,
which is one reason why so many of our finest eaters have
nineteenth-century origins.

In fact the Victorian love of apples was so widespread, so
enthusiastic and so well informed that, in retrospect, the late nineteenth
century seems like apples' golden age – something that
throws their subsequent decline into dramatically high relief. In
some ways apples could be said to be a victim of their own success.
While connoisseurs, professional nurserymen and gifted amateurs
could happily spend months arguing over the relative merits of, say,
Ribston Pippins over Blenheim Oranges, relatively few of the
thousands of varieties then in cultivation were suitable for growing
on a large enough scale to satisfy the demand for fresh apples from
a rapidly growing population. It might even be said that the seeds
of our current mass-market monocultures were already set by the
time Queen Victoria died in 1901, although their effects were not to
be felt until the end of the First World War.

The ever-accelerating destruction of this country's apple
orchards during the twentieth century is almost too well known to
repeat, but, however one looks at it, the figures are sobering.
According to Common Ground, the charity whose launch of the
annual Apple Day in October 1990 kick-started the current apple
renaissance, something like two-thirds of English orchards were lost
between 1950 and the Millennium. In some areas the story is even
worse: around 90 per cent of Devon's orchards, for example, have
disappeared since 1945. Yet despite these losses, the twentieth
century also saw the first systematic attempt to preserve as many
varieties as possible before they disappeared for good. In 1922 the
Royal Horticultural Society established its Commercial Fruit Trials
at Wisley in Surrey, and began assembling a notable collection of
apple varieties around a core collection that had come from the
former RHS trial grounds in Chiswick, some of which dated back
to the early nineteenth century. After the Second World War,
responsibility for the fruit trials passed to the Ministry of
Agriculture, and in 1952 what had by then become the National
Collection was transferred to its present location at Brogdale in
Kent, although the RHS retained many of its own trees at Wisley
(which gives the RHS collection a strong claim to be the oldest in
the country).

Although we continue to import almost three-quarters of the
apples we eat, the last decade has seen more and more people
becoming aware of the traditional British apple's plight. Annual
Apple Days have sprung up around the country, community
orchards are flourishing and specialist suppliers have widened the
range of old-fashioned varieties for sale; at least at the local level the
picture looks rosier now than it has done for the last fifty years.

With so many unusual and historic varieties to choose from, this
chapter can only hope to scratch the surface, but here are a few
British apples that deserve to be far better known. There are apples
for every kind of orchard and garden, and there's hardly a county
in Britain that doesn't have its own local variety, so with a little
research (and the help of the sections at the back of the book) there's
plenty of choice for everyone.

Ashmead's Kernel

c. 1700

Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall is only the latest gourmand to wax
lyrical about the taste of this small, rather odd-looking, late-ripening
apple, which is one of the finest of all eating apples, yet one
of the least well known. Its slightly rough russet skin belies its
delicious flavour – 'exploding with champagne-sherbet juice
infused with a lingering scent of orange blossom' (Guardian Weekend
magazine, September 2006). Back in 1927 the author, architect and
oenophile Morton Shand (who was also, incidentally, best friends
with Le Corbusier and grandfather of Camilla Parker Bowles) was
equally enraptured. 'What an apple,' he enthused in his Book of
Food, 'what suavity of aroma. Its initial Madeira-like mellowness of
flavour overlies a deeper honeyed nuttiness, crisply sweet not sugar
sweet, but [with] the succulence of a well-devilled marrow bone.
Surely no apple of greater distinction or more perfect balance can
ever have been raised anywhere on earth.' Less elevated
commentators say that its flavour reminds them of acid drops (a
peculiarity shared by its most likely parent, the ancient Nonpareil).

All of which begs the question: if Ashmead's Kernel is such a
prodigy, why have so few people ever heard of it? The answer,
unfortunately, seems to be that we have grown accustomed to
judging food first and foremost by its appearance – and there are
prettier (and larger) apples than Ashmead's Kernel. It's also a
rather erratic cropper, which may irritate commercial growers,
although this is less likely to discourage the discerning amateur.

That it remains a rarity is a shame, not only because of its inherent
quality but also because its history most probably stretches right
back to the early 1700s. Like many old varieties its exact origins are
not entirely clear, but it may have been named after William
Ashmead, who was clerk to the city of Gloucester in the mid-eighteenth
century and who died in 1782. Ashmead is said to have
grown it in his garden in Clarence Street, later the site of Ashmead
House and, less romantically, the office of the municipal gasworks.
Certainly Ashmead's Kernel is most commonly found in old
Gloucestershire gardens, which suggests that it originated within
the county.

Its past may be obscure, but the future of this delectable apple
looks more promising: in 1993 its outstanding qualities were
recognised with an Award of Garden Merit from the Royal
Horticultural Society, and it has become increasingly popular with
gardeners in Britain and the USA.

Bardsey

before 1998

The newest 'ancient' cultivar was discovered in 1998 on the island
of Bardsey, off the remote and beautiful Lleyn peninsula in North
Wales, by Ian Sturrock, a nurseryman and former lumberjack. It
may be the last survivor of an ancient monastic orchard – or
perhaps a random seedling. Either way, being the only one of its
kind it is undoubtedly unique, and more usefully it also appears to
be resistant to canker and scab, diseases which Welsh apple trees
are particularly prone to suffer from. Sturrock, who has been
described as 'a horticultural cross between Inspector Morse and Mr
Incredible', rescues old trees from threatened orchards, taking
grafts and raising them at his nursery near Bangor (for details see
www.bardseyapple.co.uk).

The Bardsey apple is creamy coloured, often streaked with red,
and has an appealing lemony smell and a sweet, juicy taste; it also
cooks well without sugar.

Bascombe Mystery

before 1827

Few apples have quite such a captivating name as the Bascombe
Mystery (sometimes spelled Bascomb or described as Bascombe's
Mystery), but who, what or where Bascombe was, and why it
should be a mystery is a mystery in itself: no one seems to know.
Could it have something to do with the ancient Bascombe family
of Boscombe in Wiltshire? Or could it have been found near
Bascombe Road, at Galmpton in Devon, which was renowned for
its apple orchards until the Second World War? It is usually said to
date from around 1831, but it obviously pre-dates the 1830s by
some time: in an 1827 edition of John Claudius Loudon's Gardener's
Magazine, for example, the 'Bascomb Mystery apple, from Mr John
Bridgman, FHS', is mentioned without comment in a list of plants
distributed by the Horticultural Society of London (possibly John
Bridgeman, listed as a member of the Horticultural Society in
1820; he lived in Wigmore Street, London). The apple evidently
needed no introduction, nor is it described as a new variety, which
suggests that it was well known even then. For now, at least, its
origins remain as mysterious as its name, and all that we can be
reasonably sure of is that this late dessert apple was widely planted
in Kent by the mid-nineteenth century. It was grown
commercially as late as the 1930s. The medium-sized, pale-green
fruit may not be much to look at, but they are refreshingly crisp
and sweet; given careful storage they have been known to keep for
anything up to sixteen months.

Beauty of Bath

before 1864

Once the most important commercially grown early-ripening
eating apple in Britain, Beauty of Bath is now rarely seen in the
shops, for the simple reason that it does not keep. Yet eaten straight
from the tree it is one of the best early apples of all. Its origins are
uncertain, although it seems to have first turned up in the village of
Bailbrook, by the banks of the River Avon on the north-east side
of Bath. Originally called Bailbrook Seedling, it was introduced to
cultivation around 1864 by a well-known local nurseryman called
George Cooling, and won a first-class certificate from the Royal
Horticultural Society in 1887. By the 1930s it was planted in
commercial orchards all over England.

As a tree it is moderately strong-growing and spreading in shape;
it has small leaves whose edges are finely serrated. It blossoms early,
which makes it vulnerable to frosts in cold areas, but it is relatively
resistant to scab. The fruit, which can often be picked as early as
July, is handsome and shapely, small but regular, with yellow skin
heavily striped with bright-red streaks; it also has a delicious
fragrance. The variety's only drawback, apart from the fact that its
fruit have to be eaten fresh, is that it tends to drop its apples before
they're quite ripe, so wily Beauty of Bath-lovers carpet the ground
around each tree with straw. The flesh is white, juicy, sweet and
slightly acid, with a distinctive individual flavour. As late as the
1950s it was still the earliest apple to arrive in the shops, though
those who remember those days are not always complimentary:
according to one correspondent they were 'tasteless, mealy and
generally revolting', although perhaps that says more about its
short shelf-life than its intrinsic quality.

Blenheim Orange

1781?

Possibly the only apple whose taste has been described as addictive,
Blenheim Orange is a connoisseur's delight, and if there is one
variety that deserves to be reintroduced to a wider market it is this.
Its story is well known, and was widely recorded in the nineteenth
century, often wreathed with romantic embellishments. The
seedling – probably the pip from a discarded apple core – was
found by a tailor called George Kempster, growing against the
drystone wall that encloses Blenheim Palace, the Duke of
Marlborough's vast house in Oxfordshire. Kempster lived in Old
Woodstock, just outside the park, and he transferred the seedling to
his garden, where it thrived. Its large, delicious and attractive fruit
soon began attracting attention, and according to Robert Hogg's
rather purple account of 1851, before long 'thousands thronged
from all parts to gaze on its ruddy, ripening, orange burden; then
gardeners came in the spring-tide to select the much coveted scions,
and to hear the tale of his horticultural child and sapling'. At first it
was known as Kempster's Pippin, but around 1804 it was renamed
Blenheim Orange in honour of the Duke. This date, as well as the
fact that it does not appear to have entered cultivation until 1807 –
the first record of its commercial
introduction is an 1807 advert for
'the new scarlet nonpareil, and the
new Blenheim orange apple, as in
high estimation' by a nurseryman
called James Biggs (whose premises
were at 27 Mealcheapen Street in
central Worcester) – makes one
wonder whether Kempster's discovery
of the original tree might
not have been rather later than the
usually quoted date of 1740: if Kempster's tree was the prodigy that
Hogg suggests, would it really have taken more than sixty years for
anyone else to try growing it? Hogg himself admits that it was 'not
noticed in any of the nursery catalogues of the last [i.e. eighteenth]
century', which seems surprising given how quickly new varieties
were propagated even then. These circumstances give more weight
to the claim, reported in the American magazine Horticulture in
1853, that the first Blenheim Orange 'was raised, or first brought
into notice, in the year 1781'.
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Blenheim Orange apple

Whatever the exact date of its origins, Blenheim Orange apples
were being exhibited at the Horticultural Society of London by
1822, when they won a prestigious Banksian Medal. Around the
same time they were drawn by the botanist William Hooker,
although curiously Hooker's drawing differs in many details from
another illustration, also entitled 'Blenheim Orange', in Thomas
Andrew Knight's Pomona Herefordensis of 1811. (In their fascinating
book The Story of the Apple, Barrie Juniper and David Mabberley
suggest that one is actually a mutant version, or sport, of
Kempster's tree, and it is this sub-variety – informally known as the
Broad-Eyed Blenheim Orange – which is commonly sold today.)
By the late nineteenth century it was the best-loved apple in Britain,
and its apotheosis was reached in 1883 at the Royal Horticultural
Society's famous Apple Congress, when it was the single most
exhibited variety. It also proved a remarkable hybridiser, and
Bramley's Seedling, Cox's Orange Pippin and Newton Wonder
can be counted among its likely offspring.

Although it declined in commercial popularity from the 1930s on,
the 'true' Blenheim Orange can still be bought from specialist
nurseries, and it is well worth seeking out, not only for its great size
but also for its flavour, which is distinctly nutty and sweet. It is good
eaten raw and excellent for cooking, keeping its shape when baked,
and producing a thick purée. The rotten, hollow stump of
Kempster's original seedling finally expired in 1853, and that same
year Horticulture magazine recorded that 'The only sound piece of
wood remaining was preserved by a horticultural enthusiast to make
a snuffbox, to serve as a memorial of the past, and to recall visions
of him "who first planted the tree".' Could that snuffbox still exist?

Bramley's Seedling

c. 1813

As most people already know, Bramley's Seedling should, by rights,
be known as Brailsford's Seedling, as the first tree was grown from
seed by Mary Brailsford, in the pretty Nottinghamshire town of
Southwell, between 1809 and 1813. But then any number of other
chance seedlings should probably be known by other names:
Williams' pear, for example, should really be called Wheeler's or
Stair's, since it first grew in a garden owned by a Mr Wheeler and,
later, a Mr Stair. In Bramley's case it just so happened that the first
grafts from the original tree were taken in 1876, twenty-four years
after Mary Brailsford's death, by which time her cottage was owned
by the local butcher, Matthew Bramley. It was Bramley who
allowed Henry Merryweather (whose descendants still run a
nursery on Halam Road in Southwell) to take the grafts from the
tree; hence the name. In 1883 Merryweather won a First Class
Certificate for Bramley's Seedling at the National Apple Congress
in Chiswick, held by the Royal Horticultural Society; with its
reputation firmly established, the first commercial Bramley orchards
were planted in 1890, at Loddington Farm, near Maidstone in Kent,
which rather cheeringly still grows Bramley's Seedlings today. What
is said to be Mary Brailsford's original tree in Southwell is,
remarkably, still standing, if 'standing' is the right word, since
around 1900 it blew over in a storm and the present tree grew up
from a toppled branch. But is it really the original? Apple trees are
notorious for assuming an appearance of great age when they are,
in fact, only a few decades old, and Henry Merryweather himself
(who almost equally remarkably lived until 1932) cast a shadow of
doubt on its actual antiquity. Writing in 1925, he noted that 'My
attention was drawn to this variety and I went to see it in 1876; but
I could not definitely state whether the tree was the original or not.'
Whatever the truth, Bramley's Seedling has proved its quality over
the years, and now accounts for around 90 per cent of all the
cooking apples sold in Britain. Home-grown Bramleys, unsurprisingly,
are rather different beasts from the hard, green monsters
most of us are accustomed to: left to ripen properly they are far
sweeter than their commercial cousins, and if stored until the spring
they make a good – if still quite sharp – eating apple too.

Cornish Gilliflower

c. 1800

The intensely fragrant Cornish Gilliflower was first brought to the
notice of the Horticultural Society of London in 1813 by one of its
learned members, Sir Christopher Hawkins of Trewithen, who sent
cuttings of:

  a new sort of Apple, said to have been discovered about ten, or fifteen 
    years since, by a gentleman in a cottage garden, near Truro; who having purchased 
    some of the fruit, afterwards took grafts from the tree. It goes by the name 
    of the July flower Apple, probably from the pleasant smell it gives out when 
    cut. The fruit has a long conical shape, and is of a yellowish green colour, 
    with red towards the sun. The fragrance of the smell when cut, and the excellence 
    of the flavour, render it one of the best of modern Apples.

The society was evidently impressed, awarding Sir Christopher a
silver medal for his find. Like so many of the best-tasting apples it is
not much to look at, being more oval than round and rather knobbly
to boot, but its flavour is remarkable: rich and so intensely fragrant
that it smells almost flowery when ripe, with refreshingly crisp,
creamy coloured flesh. ('Gillyflower' was the old English name for the
carnation, which shares the Cornish Gilliflower's clove-like scent.) Sir
Christopher was interested in many fields apart from horticulture: he
was also a geologist, and in 1811 he commissioned Richard Trevithick
to build him the first ever steam-powered threshing machine, which
has been preserved for posterity in the Science Museum.

Cox's Orange Pippin

c. 1825

  Arguably the most famous apple of all, Cox's Orange Pippin owes its existence 
    to Richard Cox, who retired to Colnbrook, a village 
    then in the countryside outside London but now uncomfortably close to Heathrow 
    airport, in the early 1820s. Cox had made his money as a brewer in Bermondsey, 
    then a scattered settlement that looked across the River Thames to the City 
    of London. In the late eighteenth century the area was well known for its 
    breweries and noxious-smelling tanneries, and though the site of Cox's brewery 
    has never been identified, a painstaking examination of John 
    Fairburn's 1801 'Plan of Westminster and London' reveals, sandwiched between 
    Hay's Wharf and Battle Bridge 
    Stairs, a tiny area called Cox's Wharf. Could this 
    have been where Richard Cox's business was? If so, the wharf seems to have 
    been destroyed by the construction of Hay's Dock a few years later, and today 
    the site lies beneath Hay's Galleria shopping centre.
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Cox's Orange Pippin apple

The legendary Orange Pippin started life as a seed from one of
the most popular apples of the day, the Ribston Pippin, and the
seedling tree produced its first fruit around 1825. (Less well known
is the fact that Richard Cox grew a second seedling alongside the
Orange Pippin, which never really caught on – except, for some
reason, in Sweden – although it is still available from specialist
nurseries. Its name is Cox's Pomona, and it is an attractive cooking
apple, which is good for baking and makes a sweetish yellow purée.)
Cox's local nursery, run by David Small and his son James, started
selling Orange Pippins in 1840, but it was not until the 1850s, when
they were taken up by the Royal Nurseries in Slough and Queen
Victoria's head gardener, Thomas Ingram, that their fame began
to spread – too late, tragically, for old Mr Cox, who died on 20 May
1845 at the age of seventy-nine.

Apples were at the peak of their popularity by this time, and the
British Pomological Society was founded in 1854, under the
presidency of Sir Joseph Paxton. Its secretary was Robert Hogg,
whose Fruit Manual became the standard reference work of the
time, and its council members included the leading professional
nurserymen Thomas Rivers and James Veitch. Though the
society only lasted for ten years, its work did a great deal to
establish Cox's Orange Pippin as the best-known new variety of
its day. At the Royal Horticultural Society's Grand Chrysanthemum
and Fruit Show in November 1861 Cox's swept the board, taking
first, second and third prizes in the dessert apple section. (Thomas
Ingram came first, with Lady Molyneux of Slough in second place
and Charles Turner of the Royal Nurseries coming third.)
Commercial cultivation soon expanded from around London to
Kent and the Vale of Evesham, though Cox's primacy was never
as completely assured as it might seem today: in the early
twentieth century its popularity slumped because of its
susceptibility to disease, but the introduction of new fungicides in
the 1920s returned it to widespread use. Today something like 50
per cent of Britain's remaining orchards are devoted to Cox's
Orange Pippin trees.

It may be the best-loved apple in the world, but as we saw in the
Introduction Richard Cox has never received the credit he
deserves. His original Orange Pippin tree is thought to have been
destroyed by a gale in 1911, and the site of The Lawns, his house in
Colnbrook, is now occupied by a depressing block of low-rise flats.
Apart from a small community orchard off Colnbrook high street,
which was laid out in 1992 with apple trees and benches spelling
C, O and X, the only real memorial to Richard Cox's memory is
his rather sombre tomb, which can be found, unvisited and uncelebrated,
in the graveyard of St Mary's church in Harmondsworth.

Crawley Beauty

c. 1870

Rarely have the words 'Crawley' and 'beauty' come together more
convincingly than in this useful all-round apple, which is sufficiently
acid for cooking but mellows in storage to become sweet enough for
eating raw. The story goes that it was found, in 1870 or thereabouts,
in a cottage garden in the village of Tilgate, which has since been
absorbed by modern Crawley's southern sprawl. It was first sold by
John Cheal, who established Lowfield Nurseries in Crawley with his
brother Alexander in 1871, and Crawley Beauty has been a favourite
local variety ever since. Crawley Beauty is particularly good for frost-prone
areas, for it often flowers as late as June, after the risk of frost
has passed. Round and green with broken red stripes, it has rather
soft, sweet white flesh. John Cheal died in 1896 at the age of ninety-six,
but Cheals Garden Centre still serves Crawley's gardeners today,
and the borough council recently planted several Crawley Beauty
trees in the walled gardens of the town's Tilgate Park.

D'Arcy Spice

c. 1785

Despite its romantic name, D'Arcy Spice has nothing to do with
Jane Austen's Mr Darcy, and in the flesh, so to speak, is something
of a disappointment. Like many late apples (it was traditionally
picked on Bonfire Night) it has tough, coarse skin and a dull,
greenish yellow appearance. But what it lacks in looks it more than
makes up for in flavour, which as its name suggests is spicy, with a
slightly peppery taste and a distinct fragrance of nutmeg. It was
found around 1785 in the gardens of D'Arcy Hall, an ancient
moated house in Tolleshunt D'Arcy, Essex, but it doesn't appear to
have been sold commercially until 1848, when a nurseryman called
John Harris of Broomfield, near Chelmsford, began selling it as the
Baddow Pippin. Its delicious taste brought it widespread popularity,
especially in Essex and East Anglia, whose long days of autumn
sunshine helped it develop its finest flavour; it still grows better there
than anywhere else. If picked in November it can be stored until
April or May the following year, although its flavour is at its most
intense between February and March. D'Arcy Hall still stands
beside the village church in Tolleshunt D'Arcy, and an avenue of
D'Arcy Spice apple trees lines its drive.

Dumelow's Seedling

c. 1790

Long before Bramley's Seedling had ever been heard of, Dumelow's
Seedling was this country's favourite cooking apple. It was raised in the
late eighteenth century by Richard Dummeller, a farmer from
Shackerstone, near Market Bosworth in Leicestershire, who died
around 1813; 'Dumelow' was the local pronunciation for Dummeller.
Known locally as Dumelow's Crab, it was planted in the gardens of
nearby Gopsall Hall, whose owner, Richard Curzon-Howe, seems to
have introduced it to Richard Williams (of Williams' pear fame), who
ran the well-known Turnham Green Nursery near London. Williams
in turn introduced the new apple at a London Horticultural Society
show in 1818 under its original name of Dumelow's Crab, but around
1819 it was renamed Wellington, presumably in honour of the Duke,
whose triumphant return to Britain that year was widely celebrated,
and it is still sometimes known as Wellington today. By the second
half of the nineteenth century it was one of the most admired and
widely planted cooking apples in the country, and though Dumelow's
was overtaken commercially by Bramley's Seedling in the twentieth
century, its 'brisk' flavour and creamy texture are far superior, both for
mincemeat and as one of the best baking apples of all.

Howgate Wonder

1915

This famously enormous cooking apple was raised during the First
World War by George Wratten, who lived at Hope Cottages, in
Howgate Lane at Bembridge on the Isle of Wight. The original
Howgate Wonder was a cross between two of the finest old
varieties, Blenheim Orange and Newton Wonder, but it was not
until 1929 that Mr Wratten entered it in the National Fruit Trials
at Wisley, where it won an Award of Merit. It was first marketed in
1932 by the Enfield firm of Stuart Low, but it never won wide
commercial success, perhaps because its flavour, while pleasant
enough, cannot compare with Dumelow's or Bramley's. What it
lacks in complexity of flavour, though, it can make up for in size, a
fact that has commended it to amateur enthusiasts and won it many
prizes at horticultural shows. In 1997 a Howgate Wonder apple
weighing 1.67kg (3lb 11oz) was recorded by the Guinness Book of
Records as the largest apple ever grown.

Irish Peach

c. 1819

Popular among Victorians and Edwardians but rarely seen today,
the Irish Peach was first brought to the attention of the
Horticultural Society of London by John Robertson in 1819.
Robertson, who ran a nursery in Kilkenny, was a Fellow of the
Horticultural Society, as well as being an early convert to the
fertilising wonders of soot and liquid manure. The original Irish
Peach was said to hail from Sligo, but its delicious flavour – sharp,
juicy and sweet – made it a popular dessert variety, and it flourished
around London and in Kent. By
1830 The Gardener's Magazine was
describing it as 'among the best
table apples of August', a position
it retained for many years. That it
is no longer common today can be
put down to the fact that this most
delectable of apples neither keeps
nor travels well: to enjoy it at its
best it must, like a peach, be eaten
straight off the tree.
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Irish Peach apple

Keswick Codlin

c. 1790

Despite its raffish origins – the original seedling was discovered
around 1790 growing on a Cumbrian rubbish tip – the Keswick
Codlin is a stylish tree, beautiful in flower and remarkably heavy in
fruit, and as hardy as its geographical origins suggest. It was found
behind a wall at Gleaston Castle, a ruin in a field that stands
between Ulverston and Barrow-in-Furness, and was first sold in
1793 by the nurseryman John
Sander of Keswick, who seems to
have come up with its name (a
codlin being a cooking apple ideal
for coddling, like an egg). Its fruit
are long, pale green and angular,
and their flavour is especially
suited to tarts and apple jelly,
needing little extra sugar when
cooked.
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Keswick Codlin apple

Lane's Prince Albert

before 1841

One of the finest cooking apples, Lane's Prince Albert bears the
name of the nurseryman John Lane, once a major employer in
the Hertfordshire town of Berkhamsted. But the original tree grew
in the front garden of Thomas Squire, who lived with his wife and
three daughters in a large house on the high street. According to
one version of events, Squire (who according to the 1841 census
was a gentleman of independent means) had planted the young
tree in 1841, on the very day that the recently married Queen
Victoria and Prince Albert visited Berkhamsted, and in a fever of
patriotism he named it 'Victoria and Albert'. John Lane is said to
have noticed the compact shape of Squire's growing tree, and the
heavy crops it bore of orange-striped apples, which turned yellow
as they ripened, and he began selling it around 1850 under its new
name of Lane's Prince Albert. Lane showed it at the 1857
exhibition of the newly formed British Pomological Society, which
must have done wonders for the variety's public profile; in 1872 it
won a First Class Certificate from the Royal Horticultural Society.
By the 1880s it was widely grown, both by amateur gardeners and
in commercial orchards – not only in Britain but also as far away
as Eastern Europe.

A small, late-flowering tree with pale green leaves and colourful
blossom, it is susceptible to mildew and tends to give good crops
only every other year, but its flavour is excellent, cooking to a
lemony purée; if picked in mid-October and stored until the following
March it makes a refreshing (if rather acid) eater, too.
Berkhamsted is still a pleasant place to visit, but Lane's large
nursery has long since gone: its site, off Park Street between the
high street and the Grand Union Canal, is now occupied by
modern housing and a car park. Thomas Squire's original tree
could still be seen in a garden in the high street as recently as 1958,
but his house was demolished and the old tree was, presumably,
destroyed alongside.

Newton Wonder

c. 1870

Many of our best apples originated in chance seedlings, but few of
them turned up in quite such peculiar circumstances as the Newton
Wonder. According to legend, the original seedling was found,
around 1870, by William Taylor, landlord of the Hardinge Arms in
King's Newton, Derbyshire, growing in his thatch. It's a lovely story,
but like so many others it seems to have been gingered up over the
years. In a less romantic version of events the seedling is said to have
been discovered growing in a gutter, which seems more likely, given
that the roof of the present Hardinge Arms is tiled, not thatched
(though perhaps it was in the nineteenth century; thatched houses
aren't uncommon in the locality). Nor, it turns out, was William an
innkeeper. According to the 1901 census, it was William's elderly
mother, Sarah, who actually kept the village beer-house, later to
become the Hardinge Arms, and while William appears to have
been sharing the house with her and his crippled sister Bessie, he is
described as a market gardener, not a publican. Bearing in mind his
profession, one does begin to wonder whether the Newton Wonder
was found entirely by chance, or whether William Taylor hybridised
some seedlings himself; it is said to have been a cross between
Dumelow's Seedling and Blenheim Orange, which suggests that
someone knew its parentage, unless these were the only other trees
growing close enough to have produced cross-pollinated seeds.

If we can believe the rest of the tale, Taylor transplanted the
seedling to the orchard behind the pub, and it grew quickly into a
sturdy tree with unusually smooth bark, whose large, round,
yellow-green apples turned out to cook to a deliciously sweet and
fluffy purée. The apples can be picked from mid-October on, but
they will keep until the following March or April, and after a few
months of careful storage they make an appealingly sharp-flavoured
eating apple too. Aptly christened the Newton Wonder,
it was introduced commercially in 1887 by J. R. Pearson & Sons of
Chilwell, Nottingham, and received a First Class Certificate from
the Royal Horticultural Society later the same year. It became one
of the most popular of all cooking apples, being less acidic than
Bramley's Seedling (which coincidentally was found just a few miles
away at Southwell). Newton Wonders are at their best by
December, making them perfect as a Christmas ingredient for
mincemeat and turkey stuffing.

Although widely grown until relatively recently, in the last half-century
the Newton Wonder has steadily lost ground to the now-ubiquitous
Bramley, perhaps because of its biennial tendencies: like
Lane's Prince Albert, it often has a heavy crop one year but bears
fewer fruits the next. It's a very vigorous and easy tree to grow,
although the fruit can be prone to suffer from bitter-pit. The Royal
Horticultural Society gave the Newton Wonder a second seal of
approval as recently as 1993, when it won a coveted Award of
Garden Merit.

William Taylor's original tree lived until at least the 1940s, when
it was mentioned in The Apples of England by the presumably
unrelated H. V. Taylor, but while the Hardinge Arms is still going
strong, its orchard disappeared beneath new houses in 2004. As for
William Taylor himself, he was still ( just) alive in 1905, when the
Gardener's Chronicle reported that it was 'sorry to say that Mr William
Taylor, the raiser of Newton Wonder, is very seriously ill, and has
not left his bed for several months'. He died the same year at the
age of sixty-six.

Nonpareil

before 1696

The first documentary record of Nonpareil dates from 1696, when
it was listed by the Brompton Park Nursery in London. This makes
it one of the oldest apple varieties still grown, despite wild claims
that are occasionally made for others – such as the endlessly
recycled tale that Decio dates back to the time of ancient Rome,
although there is precious little evidence to indicate that it pre-dates
the early twentieth century. As its name suggests, Nonpareil could
well have been French in origin,
like many apples of the time,
although as the Victorian fruit
expert Robert Hogg pointed out,
its name is puzzlingly absent from
seventeenth-century lists of apples
compiled in France. The first
British description appeared in
1724: writing in The Practical Fruit
Gardener, Stephen Switzer recorded
that 'It is no stranger in England;
though it may have its original
from France, yet there are trees of them about the Ashtons in
Oxfordshire, of about a hundred years old, which (so they have it
by tradition) was [sic] first brought out of France and planted by a
Jesuit in Queen Mary or Queen Elizabeth's time.' A dessert variety
with cinnamon-russet skin, it does best in southern counties, as its
full flavour takes time – and lots of late sunshine – to develop. But
it is worth waiting for if you want to experience the taste that was
so highly esteemed by our seventeenth- and eighteenth-century
ancestors: with a fragrance most often compared to fruit drops, its
flavour is sharp yet sweet, with firm, almost leathery flesh. The fruit
keeps well whether picked or left on the tree, and Hogg records a
Mr Fairchild of Hoxton in London who 'has now (February) one of
the Nonpareile [sic] apples upon a small tree, in a pot, which seems
capable of holding good till the blossoms of this year have ripened
their fruit'.
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Nonpareil apple

Norfolk Beefing

before 1780

If you wanted a quick mid-afternoon pick-me-up in the early
nineteenth century, instead of popping out to buy a KitKat or a
Mars bar you would probably have scooted over to the local
confectioner's and bought yourself a Norfolk Beefing (or Biffin, as
they were more commonly known). These leathery, thick-skinned
cooking apples, usually eaten cold, were hugely popular, and they
were cooked in cooling bread-ovens once the daily bread was done;
after many hours of slow baking they developed a rich, spicy taste.
They turn up in many books of the time, usually with comic
connotations, suggesting that they were considered to be rather
down-market, as Charles Dickens evidently regarded them in
Dombey and Son (1844–6): 'The fruit laboriously gathered from the
tree of knowledge by this latter young gentleman, in fact, had been
subjected to so much pressure, that it had become a kind of
intellectual Norfolk Biffin, and had nothing of its original form or
flavour remaining.' If their disappearance from popular literature
is anything to go by, they began to lose favour in the second half of
the nineteenth century, though the occasional Biffin could still be
found at Norwich market as late as the 1950s. The original slow
food, healthy and sustaining, they surely deserve a revival.
Although their origins are lost in the mists of time, Norfolk Beefings
are known to date back to at least the late eighteenth century, and
there is an intriguing if inconclusive mention of a 'Beefing' in a fruit
notebook which dates from 1698, owned by the Walpole family of
Norfolk. There are actually two types: the original Norfolk Beefing
and the Striped Beefing, a larger kind – presumably a natural
'sport' or mutation – that was discovered in the Norwich garden of
one William Crowe around 1794. The original variety has pale
green skin which flushes to an apoplectic purple in the sun, and is a
superb keeper: if picked in mid-October and stored carefully it can
be kept till the following June.

Pitmaston Pine Apple

1785?

Yet another apple with rather convoluted origins, the wonderfully
named Pitmaston Pine Apple seems to have first been shown at the
Horticultural Society of London in 1845 by the notable fruit
breeder John Williams of Pitmaston House in Worcester. Although
Williams raised many other varieties, including the Pitmaston
Duchess pear, the Pine Apple is said to have been originally grown
around 1785 by a Mr White at Witley Court, just a few miles northwest
of Worcester. White was steward to Lord Foley, owner of both
Witley and Stoke Edith, a grand mansion east of Hereford, which
has confused several writers into stating that it was raised in
Herefordshire rather than Worcestershire. If it really dates back to
1785 then it's hard to understand why such a remarkable variety,
with its distinctive pineapple fragrance, should have taken around
sixty years to come to public attention, for news of new varieties
normally spread fast, even back then. We will probably never know
the full story of the Pitmaston Pine Apple, although it's conceivable
that the Foley estate papers in the Herefordshire Record Office
might contain an explanation. A small, late-ripening dessert variety
with finely russeted skin, at its best it has sweet, crisp yellow flesh
with a nutty flavour and a wonderful pineapple scent, although its
quality can be variable.

Ribston Pippin

c. 1709

Before the rise of Cox's Orange Pippin, no eating apple was more
popular or more widely planted than the Ribston Pippin. It
originated at Ribston Hall, the Goodricke family's imposing
mansion near Knaresborough in North Yorkshire, though its
ancestors may have come from Normandy – at least according to
an undated letter written by a Miss
Clough, who spent her early years
at Ribston Hall. She recorded that:
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Ribston Pippin apple

  These pippins were sent to Sir Henry Goodricke (4th Bart.) from Normandy 
    about the year 1709, only one of them succeeded, and from that all the Ribston 
    Pippins have descended. The Ribston Pippin came from Normandy about the beginning 
    of last century; my great grand-father Sir Henry Goodricke, had a friend abroad 
    who sent him three pippins in a letter, which being sown two came to nothing; 
    the present old tree at Ribston is the produce of the third of these pippins, 
    and have been transplanted into all parts.

Like most new varieties it appears to have been first taken up by a
local nursery, in this case rather a smart one, run by William
Perfect, later Mayor of Pontefract. Perfect supplied plants to large
estates in the north of England, and the first recorded mention of
Ribston Pippins is in his 1769 catalogue. By 1775 Ribstons were
being sold by the Brompton Park Nursery, London's leading
horticulturalists, and during the course of the nineteenth century
they were planted all over the country and their fame spread as far
as New Zealand and Nova Scotia.
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Ribston Hall and its orchards c. 1715

So what made the Ribston Pippin so universally popular? Its
flavour, which is the true taste of the nineteenth century: rich and
complex, like an especially good dessert wine. Though it looks quite
similar to the Cox's Orange Pippin, the Ribston's flavour is far
more intense (Cox's Orange is thought to have had a Ribston
Pippin in its parentage), and it is slightly less juicy when fully ripe,
but far more aromatic, a quality that was particularly prized by our
Victorian forebears.

Ribston Hall still stands, though it was sold to the Dent family in
1836, and within a fenced enclosure in the grounds an offshoot of
the original Ribston Pippin tree still grows. Its predecessors had an
unfortunate tendency to succumb to the powerful gales that
Ribston Hall is evidently prone to: the primal tree was blown flat in
1810, but branches grew up from its prostrate trunk. It was dead by
1835, but a new tree grew up from the base, which by 1906 was
sixty-five feet high; this survived intact until 1928, when along came
another storm and flattened it. From this second tree, which clung
on to life until 1932, grew the trunk of the present tree.

Tom Putt

1700s

Though mostly used for making cider, this much-loved old West
Country variety makes a crisp, refreshing eating apple and cooks
well too. There are two stories about its origins. It seems to have
been raised in the late eighteenth century, either by the Reverend
Thomas Putt, who was rector in the pretty village of Trent (then in
Somerset but now in Dorset) from 1802 until around 1835, or by his
uncle, Sir Thomas Putt, a barrister and owner of the Combe House
estate at Gittisham, near Honiton in Devon. The fact that the Putts
were so closely related and shared the same name has been the
source of endless confusion since, especially as the Reverend Putt
was one of many family members to inherit a life interest in the
Combe estate after his uncle's death in 1787; he was living at
Combe House in the year of the 1841 census, by which time he was
eighty years old. Although both accounts seem equally plausible, it
may be suggestive that the 1889 Ordnance Survey map of Trent
shows the rectory surrounded by orchards, and the 1915 edition of
the long-running Notes and Queries for Somerset and Dorset noted that 'In
the S.E. corner of the garden at Trent Rectory, Somerset, now in
the Administrative County of Dorset, is still to be seen an old Tom
Putt apple tree.' On the other hand, an 1891 map of Gittisham
shows numerous orchards too, so the evidence remains frustratingly
inconclusive. One could hazard a guess that the Reverend
Tom either found the apple at Gittisham and introduced it to
Trent, or raised it there and brought it back to Combe, but unless
the Putt family records (preserved in the Devon Record Office)
reveal the truth, a guess it must remain.

The variety's popularity can be ascribed not only to its versatility,
but also because Tom Putts make small but hardy trees, bearing
heavy crops even in wet and windy situations. The red-striped
apples are attractive to look at, too. Combe House is now a smart
hotel, while Trent has changed little since 1935, when the entire
village and its surroundings were bought by the Ernest Cook Trust,
which still owns it today.

Worcester Pearmain

c. 1870

Brilliantly coloured and deliciously fragrant at its best, the
Worcester Pearmain is one of our most attractive apples. Like
Beauty of Bath and Irish Peach, it is an early ripener, and like them
it is markedly scented, with rather soft flesh, often flushed with pink.
It was first marketed by the firm of Richard Smith and Company,
which had good claim, in the nineteenth century, to be the largest
nursery in the world. Based in St John's, just across the River
Severn from Worcester, it extended to 157 acres on either side of
Malvern Road, almost completely surrounding Pitmaston House,
home of the Pitmaston Pine Apple and the Pitmaston Duchess
pear. The St John's Nurseries were founded by Thomas Smith, but
it was his son and grandson, both called Richard, who built up the
business from the 1820s on. At its peak the nursery employed 200
staff and boasted twenty-eight kilometres (eighteen miles) of
pathways, several acres of greenhouses and a central avenue more
than two kilometres (2,300 yards) long.

The Worcester Pearmain appears to have turned up as one of
two seedlings around 1870, in a small market garden at Swan Pool
(now Swanpool Walk), said to have been owned by William Hale.
(Some accounts say John Hale, but William seems most likely:
William Hale is listed in the 1861 census as a 52-year-old head
gardener, living at 4 Bush Lane (now Bush Walk), across the road
from Swan Pool; there are no records of a John Hale, Hales, Hailes
or any similiar surname in the Worcester area for the mid- to late
nineteenth century.) Swan Pool was midway between St John's
Nurseries and the main bridge across the Severn into Worcester, so
Richard Smith must have passed Hale's gardens regularly, and it
isn't hard to imagine how the trees – one of which had yellow
apples, the other brilliant red – caught his eye, even if Smith and
Hale were not already known to one another. The story goes that
Richard Smith offered William Hale £10 in return for exclusive
rights to take grafts from the tree with bright red fruit. It must have
sounded like a good deal to Hale, but Smith made an excellent
return on his investment. The Worcester Pearmain, as Smith
named it ('pearmain' apples have a slightly pear-like shape), was an
immediate success, winning a First Class Certificate from the Royal
Horticultural Society in 1875, and it became one of the most
popular eating apples of its time; in 1876 Smith was selling the
young trees for a guinea each. Although it is still fairly widely
available, the Worcesters that appear in the shops today in early to
mid-September have usually been picked when they are underripe,
which is why they often taste bland and characterless. A real,
tree-ripened Worcester is a very different thing: with its intense
colour and wonderful strawberry scent, it is one of those apples that
really repays the trouble of growing your own.

Richard Smith and Company continued trading into the
twentieth century, although the firm slowly sold off its land for
housing, and finally closed for ever in 1993. But the Worcester
Pearmain lives on, in other apples too, for it has proved to be an
excellent parent: among the modern varieties bred from Worcester
stock are Elton Beauty, Lord Lambourne and Discovery.
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