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Apple bobbing
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Centuries of tradition
Fruit growing in orchards is entwined with our culture.

It was the Romans who brought fruit trees to Britain. Prior
to their arrival, the Celts and Norse settlers were sustained
by native species like Crab Apple, Gean and Sloe.

The blossoming of fruit cultivation, and with it the
development of the ‘Garden of Kent’, began in the Middle
Ages. However, it was the Victorians who really encouraged
the establishment of new varieties of fruit, listing some

1,500 different apples.

The Weald then boasted thousands of acres of orchards,
with tree varieties selected over the centuries to suit the
soils and climate. Most farms had an orchard, providing
supplies of cider, cooking and eating apples and a range of
other fruit.

Fruit and hops were never described as growing in fields,
always ‘gardens’ or ‘orchards’. One explanation is that
tithes — taxes paid to the church — were claimed on fields
but not gardens.

The tradition of fruit growing in the Weald has created a
uniquely ‘textured’ countryside. Neat rows and angular
patterns of orchards contrast with the smooth sweeps of
pastures, shaws (linear strips of woodland) and woods.

Apple Day

October 21st (or the Sunday nearest) is Apple Day — a day
in honour of traditional orchards, a day of celebration for
everyone from growers to schoolchildren, from cider-
makers to conservationists. Events encourage the
consumption of apples and apple products and give people
an opportunity to ‘Wassail’.

Further information

Common Ground Tel: 01747 850820
Email: info@commonground.org.uk

Web: www.commonground.org.uk

or events guides in your local newspapers.
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Wassailing is still an important
local tradition in many Weald
villages, but no one place
performs the ceremony in

exactly the same way. The
actual date of wassailing
festivals varies from region to
region — twelfth night, New
Year’s Eve or Christmas Eve.
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Myths and legends

The rose-tinted image of fruit-laden boughs and confetti-like
blossom is rooted in centuries of traditions. Throughout
ancient cultures, the apple — be it tree, fruit or blossom — is
universally seen as a symbol of fertility, goodness, a protection
from evil and a potent symbol of magic.

Orchard ‘wassailing’ is one legacy of the many myths and
legends associated with apple trees. Wassailing is a ceremony,
often involving song and dance, where people drink to the
health of apple trees in the hope that they will bear well.
Drums, bells and whistles, and the beating of branches with
sticks, are used to wake the sleeping powers of fertility and to
ward off evil influences. Cider is poured over the tree roots, or
bread, soaked in the ‘wassailing bowl’, placed in the tree
branches as an offering back to the tree.

Stand fast root, bear well top

Pray the god send us a howling good crop,
Every twig, apples big

Every bough, apples now.

Hail to thee, old apple tree!
From every bough

Give us apples now;
Hatsful, capsful,

Bushel, bushel, sacksful,
And our arms full, too.

Traditional wassailing song from | 9th-century Sussex and Surrey
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Traditional or modern?

Facts and Figures

« The area occupied by top fruit Over the last 50 years, the ‘traditional’ orchards, and the fruit
(trees) in the High Weald has
fallen by 64% since 1990.

varieties and culture associated with them, have been
disappearing from the Weald.

« Over two-thirds of apples Many modern, surviving orchards have a very different

eaten in the UK are imported. character, no longer resembling those of the fictional Larkin
family in The Darling Buds Of May. Dwarf bushes in bare soil,

* An incredible 2,500 of the
mechanically sprayed and picked — you can hardly imagine

estimated 6,000 varieties of
British apple are held by the
National Fruit Collection at

dozing away a summer’s afternoon under such trees!

The characteristics of traditional and modern orchards

Brogdale in Faversham, Kent.

di al Modern

Tall, widely-spaced trees —
around 50 trees per acre

Densely-planted dwarf shrubs —
around 300 per acre

Species-rich grass sward beneath No undergrazing
the trees — usually grazed

Mixed variety of fruit grown —at | Only a few varieties grown in
one time, up to 200 in a single any one orchard
orchard, including apples, plums,
cherries and pears

Modern orchard Up to 6,000 varieties of apple Nine varieties dominate
may be grown commercial orchards

Trees support a multitude of Conditions suit far fewer wildlife
wildlife — mosses, lichens, insects, species
birds and mammals

More sympathetically managed Intensively managed with
pesticide and fertiliser

Labour-intensive harvest, keeping Machine harvested

rural employment and tradition alive

Forms an attractive and
Traditional orchard distinctive landscape feature

Lower landscape value

Orchard loss

Many orchards have been ‘grubbed up’ or removed because
there is no longer a demand for the fruit they produce and
other land uses have more commercial value. Others have
been lost through neglect as disease, death and a lack of
re-planting leads to a few shabby trees that are easily lost.
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Wildlife havens

Older, and in particular traditional, orchards can shelter all
kinds of wildlife. There are a variety of wildlife habitats within
an orchard.

Orchard grassland
Regular grazing or hay cutting creates wonderful
h conditions for flowers such as orchids,

Mecadowsweet, Knapweed, Dyer’s Greenweed, Hay
Rattle and Ragged Robin. On wetter land, sedges and
rushes may be found.

Tussocky grass shelters the larvae of butterflies like the
Speckled Wood. Longer grass left around the orchard margins
favours small mammals, like Field Voles, which are preyed
upon by Barn Owls.

Orchard trees

Older trees can be particularly valuable for
mosses and lichens, and occasionally Mistletoe.
Throughout the year, the trees are a source of
food for a variety of creatures.

In spring, blossom provides a source of pollen for bees
and moths, which in turn attract a variety of birds. Bullfinches
may be unwelcome in commercial orchards, but tolerated in
traditional, where they seek out the buds for food.

In summer, the leafy canopy provides nesting sites and food
for many birds. Mistle Thrushes are the first to arrive, followed
by Chaffinches and Goldfinches as the blossom fades. Green,
Great and Lesser Spotted Woodpeckers, Treecreepers,
Nuthatches and tits nest in hollow trunks, with Little Owls
using larger holes.

In autumn, the fallen fruits are a good food source for
butterflies like the Red Admiral and Small
Tortoiseshell. Windfalls are enjoyed by
foraging Badgers, mice, voles and
Hedgehogs, and some creatures can become
a bit tipsy from feeding on too much fruit!
Birds such as Jays, Blackbirds,
Redwings and Fieldfares also feed on
Y the fruit, both on the tree and rotting
on the ground.




