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Introduction


In some ways, this book was actually quite easy to write—cider is simply a rich enough subject, and I’ve soaked up enough of its sentiment over these past few years that the words came tumbling out (I overran my publisher’s original word count considerably…). At many stages the question was what to not say, what to save for you to discover on your own. And there are all sorts of things I could not say or describe or explain even if I tried, words best left to the experts who live and breathe the world of cider.


But I feel I have gained a view, having scrambled and scraped my way to the peak of this mountain. And the view is glorious. You look around and feel it’s there for just tiny old you; a little patch of perspective that has risen high against the downward shrug of gravity. That’s how it feels to get a glimpse from the pinnacle of cider and its often inaccessible peak—a day tripper, who somehow wandered and wondered into a valley and then got directions from the locals.


So often over time, things fall from favor and reality makes its presence felt, but for me cider has lost few of its charms, proving that there are always more avenues to explore. But rather than giving you any more cozy insights into the making of this book, let’s get on with the adventure.
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CHAPTER 1


The Discovery


We begin where i began—driving down the lacing lanes of the English county of Herefordshire. Situated in the middle of England, next to the Welsh border, it is a land of large, low valleys, and as you weave along its arteries you see patches of woodland, dense and dark, sat upon the hills above, with pointy pines among them. Smooth green fields rise to meet them and tuck up underneath the tree line, as though a tidal wave of trees has crested the hill and is descending toward you. Or the army in Macbeth, carrying trees to disguise itself, has encamped upon the hilltop, and single-file soldiers are marching down in hedgerows to the farms below.
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It’s a wonderful place, yet it always seems to be a lesser-known land to most of the people I meet outside of the world of cider. I’ve come to feel that in spite of its relative sparseness, it has a clear imprint of history upon it and an air of bygone glory lying ingrained within its existence today. It is mostly thanks to the pull of this place that I’ve gained a glimpse of what cider’s true nature is, and all that it can be.


“All Herefordshire is become, in a manner, but one orchard,” the diarist John Evelyn wrote in 1662—a person we’ll come back to later. These apple trees, whose parade-ground patterns also dominate the landscape, still make up its many orchards. But today they are scattered, and pepper the view as you drive. As soon as you have an eye for an orchard, they make themselves visible everywhere; rising above or through a hedge, beyond the gap of a gate, running below a ridge, sinking into a valley. The old orchards, especially those of perry pears—the trees in which can be two or even three hundred years old—always give me a reminder of my shorter mortality as I drive by. Stood proud and ancient, versed in moss and cracking bark, they seem one of the most enduring things in the landscape.


In blossom season and when there are apples on the trees, no one can miss these orchards. Bedecked in pink and white blossom in spring, then adorned in green, yellow, and red baubles in the autumn, this landscape leaves me full of wanderlust, in wonder at all the other possible hidden pockets of the world. You can drive its lanes and bathe in its views, but it always seems to have parts that you cannot reach by road, and so holds something back from a faster pace of change.


We are here to visit Tom Oliver. Widely regarded as one of the great cider-makers of the world, he is a charming soul, so kind with his time and his belief. You find him at a farm down a short track in central Herefordshire. I have visited many times and the sensations of arriving are always the same: from the fast, smooth run of the main road you begin to slow and to indicate, with the traffic approaching behind you beginning to condense, you turn over the little lip that marks the start of the track, and your smooth and fast journey changes to wobbling and slow. Now moving sideways as well as forward, you descend the broken tarmac, avenued by young trees, toward the farm buildings at the base of the slope, sat proud among a moat of fields. I look forward to that change in texture. It signals that you have arrived at Oliver’s.
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One of the barrel rooms at Tom Oliver’s cidery.


From the track, you spy across the rooftops and the structure of it all, and as you pass the Hereford cattle and the last of the lane hooks you to the right, you cross the threshold through the gate into the farm itself. There were hop kilns on the far side, dating from the time that Tom’s granddad majored in hop growing. This was part of the reason Tom set about making the cider he does, kindled by memories of cider in his youth and the desire to return such cider-making to the farm once more.


I remember the first time I saw Tom’s barrel rooms, the sharp-angled sun cutting its blades through slatted wooden sides, the breeze meandering in. Those dormant shapes of slumbering barrels, unmoved while they work, and working for years at a time. Row upon row of differing forms, different styles of barrel, from varying origins, formerly used for wine, rum, whisky, all sorts.


In this place you are aware that you are in something else’s territory. It is the kingdom of wild yeasts. It’s not a place made for people, but for process. Some magical, crypt-like chamber of monotone makeup, but with gold lying in its bowels. Held in a prison of steel strapping, their bulbous timber forms look built to burst, calling out to release the liquid these barrels contain and have its charms be known by the world. Or ready to take the strain and hold their burden longer, knowing the reward is worth it. Barrels are things of true tension and suspense, and yet all of this tension comes together to give a dormancy, a wait from which good things come.


Back outside, away from this slumbering room, the sun is not slatted but in full laminating form. It always seems to be sunny, or at least two steps more southern in weather in this immediate area, with a little pocket of blue sky in the clouds above, even when deep grays form a heavy roof to the surround. Perhaps my timing has just been lucky, or my memories have been altered by the cider. Either way, on this visit Tom and I pull a bench out into the sun; it is such a nice day that we wouldn’t have been giving life its due savor had we not.


The image above right is from this moment, which for me marks an early stage in the discovery of this somewhat lost world, a point of no return, that pulled me wonderfully away from what I had thought cider to be. It is my knee to the right of the image, and my hand on the bottle being poured. Between pours and sips I was sat with the sun making my eyelids orange, my face angled in the direction of its nurture, neck extended, like a flower following the light. It’s a dusty track that runs through the farm, with hops growing on the hedge behind and a pear tree growing to the side of our seat. If you were to sit here, you would see red brick and timber-slatted buildings in front of you, the cider house itself.
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The "first taste" at Tom Oliver’s cider house.


I have come with a few blocks of cheese in my pocket, wrapped in wax paper, to soften and savor the moment of the business being done. We open and taste the first cider I ever sold. It was the first cider I produced with Tom; in fact it was the first I did with anyone—although I had no hand in its making, I simply helped choose it and the bottles it went in. But this was the first time we had tasted the end result together, and for me that was the start, sat in the sun, on that simple bench.


How to try and describe its taste? It’s not simply a case of describing it compared to other tastes of well-known foods and flavors. It’s hard to adequately do any justice by saying it had “notes of this, and that…” unless you’ve tasted much cider beyond that which fills the mass market. It had depth, and a character of its own not precisely like any other cider I have tasted since; while some might be similar, none has seemed the same. I had the whole experience there in front of me, that fullest pleasure of drinking a thing in the place of its making, with its maker, under the sun that saw its apples grow across the previous summer. Like some quiet corner in a grand cathedral, it was musky and smoky and vast, created by a craftsman in praise of a higher ideal.
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Tom Oliver.


my first cider-making venture


Tom oliver lives and works in the joyously named hamlet of Ocle Pychard—a name that seems designed to entertain what few visitors it receives. But the names of the villages and hamlets en route to his cider house start to sound familiar as they crop up in the names of apple and pear varieties. The more varieties you come to know, the more connections you make. Aylton is 8 miles away, home of the Aylton Red pear. Another 8 miles away is Catley, home of the Catley Red. Less than 4 miles away is Eggleton, the birthplace of the Eggleton Styre, while 12 miles away in the village of Much Marcle is Gregg’s Pit, home to the Gregg’s Pit pear, with the mother tree—the first ever of the variety—still standing today, more than 200 years old, and under the care of the wonderful cider- and perry-maker, James Marsden. The same village holds a house called Hellens, one of the oldest dwellings in England and with three pear varieties that are apparently native to its driveway.


If such distances show the locality that apples and pears can have, and hint at just how varied they might be, so too do Tom’s ciders show the vibrancy and depth that cider itself can hold. And it was under his wing that I first learnt what the view looks like from up on the highest heights. Tom is a passioned man, one so very aware of reality and as such so very able to act as its steward. Working to the greatest complexities wild yeasts allow, his slowly fermenting subconscious pushes the boundaries, trialing, testing, and modeling steps forward in his mind.


Tom works with the most wonderful tools, as he walks the fine line afforded by wild yeasts (see page 125), between getting as much from that specific apple or blend or individual fermentation as possible, and letting the cider stray into undesired territory. For embracing wild yeasts holds greater risk; more avenues can open for faults to develop, but the rewards can also be greater: far more layered and far more vibrant.


While this was our first taste together, this was not the first taste of this specific cider for me; the first taste was a far less relaxing experience. Through the quirks of minor technical obstacles, it was bottled at Pershore Agricultural College, across the border from Herefordshire in Worcestershire (that most charming of places to hear an American try to pronounce!).
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Bottles of Oliver’s Cider.


I had bought the bottles (1,834 bottles per pallet still sticks in the mind), and the labels were designed by friends, the talented Seb White and Eva Kellenberger. So it was that in Pershore, at 9am on a Wednesday, I got my first taste of that cider; a single-variety cider made with the Yarlington Mill apple. I remember it tasted terrible. Fear ran through my body as my mind reacted to the horror of a future crumbling; all my efforts and hopes of recent months crumpled into a little black hole in the middle of my mind. And then I realized that the last thing I had done that morning was to brush my teeth; for those of you who know the combination of orange juice and toothpaste, the effect is no less pronounced. Toothpaste suppresses the receptors in your taste buds that detect sweet flavors, with the effect of heightened bitterness. Add to that the expectation I had of the cider I was tasting, having tasted it from the tank before bottling, and it made for a very a heavy moment.


In spite of the terror that toothpaste brought, that very same cider went on to be a benchmark—tasting exquisite later in the day when the toothpaste had fully washed away, and going on to win first prize for the best single-variety cider at the International Cider and Perry Competition 2014, at the Herefordshire Cider Museum.


The few thousand bottles I had were loaded in large fruit packaging crates, like shipping pallets with wooden sides. At bottling we had no boxes in which to house them, as they had not arrived in time, so these crates were the only option. I remember the feeling of riches, lifting their cardboard lids to see the shining gold laid down inside, such was the glow the cider gave. So I set about, driving for three days, to London and back, to London and back, to London and back; and on reaching our yard the first time, full of relief, closing the large black metal gates and going out onto the street in search of someone with a forklift truck. It was easier than I had feared; at first I found a guy from a fabric wholesaler up the road and gave him a tiny bit of cash to fork these crates from the van. Then I discovered the friendly chaps at the printers a little less up the road, in particular a guy named Marcus, who I still see today, stood outside the printers, soaking up the world. We chat about how business is going and how the area is changing. I would give him a bottle or two, in thanks for his help. With the first 7,000 labels then applied by hand, by myself, by friends, and by family, I set out to see how they would be received in the bars and restaurants of London.


In the half decade since, things have come a long way, both in what I do and in the wider world of cider. Gone are the days of such tasks as buying empty bottles; instead myself and others ply our trade as cider merchants; like wine merchants, but solely stocking and supplying cider and perry, digging in hopefully ever-greater depths into the ciders created each season, finding those which seem something special. We began with London, but now supply across the whole of the UK mainland, mostly to wholesale customers but increasingly to the public, too. But from that first experience, with the toothpaste, I learnt an important lesson: to be cautious and to taste things more than once, as where you are and what you last ate or drank can change how something tastes.


I wouldn’t say that I wound up here, doing what I do now, through any specific intention. It was something a little simpler, yet no less inexorable than that, like some sort of gravity. I took the first steps off the beaten path and was drawn slowly ever farther in. But I would also say to remember that these are my eyes, what I see. I have an imagination but it’s based fundamentally on the reality I have found, and as with anything you can only speak with the eyes of your own experience, as you interpret it. I am not purporting to report on the world of cider as a whole, nor not acknowledge that cider, as with any form of taste, is a most subjective thing. So I will focus less on how the ciders I speak of taste, and more on how they are made and why this makes a difference. If you agree with me, great; if not, that’s absolutely fine. Dig into things through your own eyes and add what you find to the world. The world is vast enough. If you feel you do not know enough to either agree or disagree, even better! For you can set about discovering for yourself, with the pages of this book as a bouncing board off which your experiences may spring. Like a wonderful movie that can only be seen with fullest impact the first time, you have it all at your feet, you have that greatest pleasure of all, the uniquely personal charms of self-discovery, waiting for only you.


And also note that I know that while I have engaged above all with the world of fine cider here in Britain, I’ll touch on other parts of the world, but would be doing them a disservice to pretend I know them in the way I know my own. From America we have the voices of others, those doing and knowing some of the most wonderful goings-on there, to help fill this void (see pages 112–115). And, for other regions, I will not go to anywhere near such depth as I would not do them justice, but look forward to reading whole other books that might.




THE ROLE OF THE POMMELIER


A pommelier is for cider what a sommelier is for wine. If the sommelier is a “steward of wine,” who must hold an in-depth understanding of wine, and is needed because there is much to know and so many bottles to choose between, the role of the pommelier is in itself a reflection on the similarities that wine and cider at their peak can hold. We work closely with customers to choose their cider list. Often the lists will be short, but they are beginning to get longer and longer. For cider is not brewed like beer, but made, as is wine. You are not heating and combining multiple ingredients, but taking the juice of a fruit and fermenting its fruit sugars into alcohol. As such, the ciders of the kind I am speaking about will vary each year, even when made by the same maker and in the same manner. How they turn out will depend on the weather of the season and the way this affects the apples as they grow. And even once made into cider and put in a bottle, the cider will still change over time as it ages.


There were, of course, some first fascinating bottles that I tasted, those that really bit and have never let go in my mind, wonderfully infecting me to this day. But getting to know a view of the fuller map of the finer side of cider did take its time. One of the first times that I got to really sample a taste map of many ciders and perries in one go, to see how nuanced the contours were, was at the Putley Trials, in the village of Putley in Herefordshire. It is a closed-door competition, not for the wider public, but is part of a wider array of pubic events called the Big Apple, which is arranged by a wonderful group of devotees.


It was a hot day in early May. In a small village hall with the windows open, we tasted some 60 or 70 ciders and perries. In the wine world everyone would likely be spitting after tasting, but here a little less so. If we liked a cider we would finish the tiny sample in our glass; if not, there were buckets, or easier still, an open window through which to throw it. I remember the perries made with the Thorn perry pear, from the latest season and so only seven or eight months old, were particularly wonderful that year, winning many awards. For the first time I got a view of how exquisite a single variety alone could be, and how high the heights were. And so beyond it, to the wider landscape your curiosity turns; what will the weather that season allow to ascend to such vintage heights, what are the other highest peaks like, where in the world can you travel to find similar things!
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Me, in an orchard, cider in belly and hand.


learning the business


I didn’t know much about cider when I started my business, and had little experience in wine, or food, or sales, or wholesale. I had the joy of growing up in the age of the arrival of the Internet, and I could gain a little insight into so much of what was new to me via Google, such is the custom of the Internet age. But I also thought this uninitiated perspective might not be such a negative, perhaps it could even be a positive. Why not start from the beginning, from first principles, as perhaps coming at things with an outsider’s view can leave you unburdened by the existing norms? You can think a little more freely, rather than simply through the eyes of the collective conscious, and some of what you discover will have (perhaps) a more grounded foundation.


It’s very hard to know much about cider—there are the odd (in both senses of the word) books here and there, but I feel few show cider as I know it. Of course, there are many objective things, things that are little known but irrefutable and fascinating, things that seen with fresh eyes are so valuable, when plucked from history and placed in the right hands. Ways of thinking about and of making cider, that fuel and are fueled by a different aspiration to the norm of the mass market today. Such is the way of looking that I see in many of the best cider-makers I encounter. The best cider is not yet well enough known for many of these makers’ creations to be judged on established tenets. The gulf between the ends of the cider spectrum is huge, and it’s a hard gorge to leap, getting ever wider the better your view of the far side becomes. And so many ciders and written accounts already out there should be approached with that hardest of things to know: the gaps, the flaws, the industrial background, and so on.


I know a fair bit now; I can sit for hours speaking very quickly at a saturated sommelier or restaurateur, reeling off information, anecdotes, points of understanding on all that cider was, is, and I think can be. Such monologues can be a rambling array of all things soaked in; choice snippet and golden nugget found in otherwise lifeless books, or old books made wonderfully accessible thanks to Google Books, that otherwise I would never have found. But most of it comes from the makers themselves, discussions and conversations over the past years; and in the true nature of knowledge, the main thing I now know is just how much there might be that I don’t know…
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A maker’s selection at a Fine Cider tasting.


Over the last few years I have witnessed what’s been referred to as the New Wave: new cider-makers, many of them young, making without the shackles of previous thinking. Not caught in the middle, not halfway there; not held back by the old tropes, but completely free to make cider entirely as they wish, often taking influence from the world of wine and taking the orchards, the apples, the methods that they work with to their greatest potential. The finer end of the cider spectrum is a thing still being written; it is a newly emerging world. The charting of its boundaries and borders, the key characters, and the values its citizens hold dearest are all in their infancy.


I have the privilege of doing what I can to connect the creations of this New-Wave world to the restaurants, bars, bottle shops, wine merchants, delicatessens, and other establishments of my country. From those tentative early days, where there was much to test and prove, I now have the joy in that pinch-yourself manner of finding myself sat at the bar and tables of the most wonderful places, with some incredibly talented people I can call customers. It is a testament to cider itself. Today we work with three or four restaurants in the UK which feature in The World’s 50 Best Restaurants list, and find cider a fit on the bar menus and wine lists of the iconic, such as The Fat Duck and L’Enclume, as well as the more recently emerged beacons of brilliance, such as Lyle’s (see page 161), the Clove Club, and Carters of Moseley.


Much of the challenge is simply letting people know that something they have not encountered before exists, as the quality of the cider so often speaks for itself. And that perpetually raises the question of what formulates the perceptions that people have, in this case what cider is. To what extent is it objective elements, and to what extent is it reputation in the public eye? What is quality, in a thing little known, and so judged by a smaller rather than wider world? I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about these questions, but I’ve also got to know the world from which the ciders I work with come, and some of the greatest pleasure and fascination is simply spending time with the cider-makers themselves, discovering the landscapes, localities, and lives in which they work. Such as visiting the tithe barn that cider-makers James and Susanna Forbes, of Little Pomona Cidery in Herefordshire, have been using for their “Champagne (or traditional) Method” cider. It is an ancient place, guarded by a huge Great Dane that is nearly blind and barks vehemently as you arrive, as though it is guarding some ancestral treasure. With its wattled wooden sides, the barn allows large dots of bright light in through its gaps, sitting like shining gold coins, speckling those precious bottles as they sit on their pupitres (the wooden stands used in the Method). Or aboard a boat in Devon with Polly and Mat of Find & Foster (see page 143), sipping their cider at a 40-degree angle as we sail to a pub that can’t be reached by road, only boat, bike, or foot, to eat seafood that landed at a shore only a mile or so away. To then slowly sail back afterward, in ever-nearing darkness, bellies beholden to their filling, as a huge tipsy yellow moon rises like a mushroom behind the naval academy on the far shore.
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Cider at Lyle’s.


what is cider?


But what is cider? or to give it its American name, hard cider (to keep things simple, I will simply call it cider in this book). A very basic description would be: the juice of apples, some of the fruit sugars of which have been fermented to alcohol by yeasts. The reality of what can legally be called “cider” is a slightly different thing, and we will get into this later. The apples used to make cider can be any, but there are certain apple varieties that have historically been chosen and prized particularly for cider-making, and they are known as cider apples. Often they will not be eaten or cooked, and will solely be grown and used for cider as the properties which make them wonderful for cider-making often make them near unpalatable to eat. They tend to have high levels of sugar, so you might assume they’d taste sweet, but they also have high levels of bitterness and astringency that are often more prominent than this sugar, so the taste you perceive can be incredibly bitter and unpleasing, compared to the sweetness of most eating apples.


The yeasts that do the fermenting can be wild—those naturally present in the apples and the ambient environment—or they can be what are called “inoculated yeasts” or “cultured yeasts,” which are really best thought of as laboratory yeasts, as they are predominantly wild yeast strains that have been chosen for their properties and potency, isolated in a laboratory and effectively bred in their billions and trillions. Usually freeze-dried and arriving in a packet, they will often dominate a fermentation; they are usually only one strain of yeast, bred in the laboratory and highly potent—consider them the bodybuilders on steroids of the yeast world. For more on yeast, see pages 125–127.


But let’s begin with the widest possible context, the New Wave being new. Cider begins with the apple, and so shall we.
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Tasting cider before it is released.
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A young pear orchard.


WHAT IS PERRY?


Perry, often referred to as “pear cider,” is the juice of pears, the fruit sugars of which have been fermented to alcohol by yeasts. Just as with cider apples, there are certain varieties of pear, called perry pears, that have historically been selected and used for perry-making, owing to their desired properties. See pages 80–81 for more information.




THE NAME GAME


The modern spelling of cider is just that; supposedly before the advent of the 19th century, the near universal spelling was cyder. Prior to that the word was sidre, in Middle English, and came from the same spelling in Old French; and it holds a great similarity in my mind to Spanish sidra, the thing to ask for today if you want cider in Spain. But before all of this, the Latin sicera, and Greek sikera, were in vogue, but that’s not forgetting the Hebrew word shekhar that apparently came first, nor the Arabic word sakar. But back then these terms basically just meant “strong drink,” and the split in what exactly this drink was made from came far later .





apple varieties


There are thousands of apple varieties in the world; I’ve often heard it mentioned in the cider world that there are over 7,000 apple varieties, perhaps 10,000 or more. But categorically, in the 19th century there were around 14,000 documented varieties growing in the northeast of the United States alone. This roughly accounts for different names given to the same varieties, without which the number recorded was some 17,000. Yet today only around 90 or 100 apple varieties are commercially grown in the USA. In Russia, there are said to be as many as 6,000 cultivars (apples cultivated in some way by the actions of man, rather than occurring naturally in the wild), and there are an estimated 20,000 named cultivars across the wider world, so it seems for once the hearsay likely underestimated things.


Some 2,500 or so distinct cultivars are thought to exist in Britain; and even today more than 2,000 different named apple varieties can be found growing at the National Apple Collection at Brogdale, in Kent. I’ve heard of there having once been a little over 350 named cider apple varieties being grown in Britain, at a time not historically specified, as well as some 500+ varieties of cider apple in the north of France. And a recent report, published in 2018, listed some 101 apple and pear varieties native to Wales, 73 of them supposedly new discoveries or rediscoveries.


Why do so many apple varieties exist? And why is the exact number not more certain and seemingly so variable across time? It’s down to the nature of how apples reproduce. For if you take the seed of an apple, plant it in the ground, and get it to grow, when this tree matures and creates apples they will not be identical to the apple from which you got the seed; they will not be genetically the same, nor will they taste exactly the same. A little like the reproduction of many things, humans included, the result will not exactly mirror its parents. Apple trees do not reproduce true to type, as the blossom of most apple trees cannot self-pollinate, and so the pollen of a different variety is required for them to pollinate. The apples that grow on the tree itself will be the same year after year, but the seeds these apples contain will all vary, being a genetic cross between the two parents.


It makes me wonder each time I see miscellaneous apple trees growing wild in hedgerows along country lanes, or on the verges of roads—what could it be that has grown from a seed, a rare example of something from which exquisite cider could be made? That chance creation by genetic variation of a variety we find wonderful for the finest cider? The chance, while slim, exists and is fascinating to consider, as is which varieties may have existed in the past, or may come to exist in the future.
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Apples are abundant things.
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A branch growing from the rootstock (or the "host tree") will not produce the desired apple variety.


apple cultivation


When you find a variety that makes wonderful cider, how do you grow more of it if you can’t simply plant the seeds and grow more trees? How do you take a wonderful cider apple, prized for its properties, and turn it into an orchard? For this you must use the arts of grafting and budding. You can think of these a little like cloning. There are a number of slight variations in precisely how you can do it, but basically you are taking genetic material from the tree that grows the apples you wish to replicate, and you apply this genetic information to a host, and in turn that grows to produce more of the same apples.


Usually this means cutting buds or graftwood from the desired tree (buds that will otherwise turn into the blossom which, when pollinated, creates the fruit), and attaching them to the host tree, in such a way that they bond and grow together as one. The genetics of the host tree will still define the apples that grow from any branches originating from the host tree, but any branches that grow from this graft or bud will hold the variety you desire.


The graft or bud is often called scion wood; one of the definitions of scion is “a descendent of a notable family,” and to attach it to the host involves making a cut in the host tree to expose the layers beneath the bark, which is put in contact with the exposed cut part of the graft or bud. You can attach more than one variety onto a single tree; famously there is an apple tree in Sussex that has around 250 different apple varieties growing on it. But if, as is usually done, you begin with the smallest beginnings of a tree rather than one that is fully grown, and make sure that this host tree only forms the roots or stem of the tree, and the desired variety forms all the branches, then you will get solely the desired apples growing on the tree. And as such, a new tree with the desired apples is born. This host tree that forms the roots and stem is called the rootstock. It will be a variety chosen for its strong roots, its resistance to rot, etc., and it defines how big the tree will become. Sometimes the stem will not be a part of it, as on many occasions a different variety is chosen and forms what is called the interstem, above the roots but below the branches. So an apple tree will often be made up of two or three different apple varieties, joined and growing together like some Frankenstein plant.


It seems rather mad that you can do this, and that it works as well as it does. To be sure, it is a skillful thing to do successfully (even the best surgeon in the world cannot take a finger from one patient and have it grow into a whole arm on someone else).


[image: images]


A very obvious graft mark on a tree.


You can often see the graft mark on trees, with a distinct line cutting across the bark at these divides. Some are very obvious—for example, the Thorn perry pear, which forms a large bulbous shape above the graft line. Once you know of it, seemingly indistinguishable perry pear trees separate themselves out, and such differences really stand out.


It is because the seeds of an apple will not be true to the apple they came from, and a variety must be grafted for new trees to have the same fruit, that so many apple varieties exist; variety is built into the apple’s nature. This also means there is a first-ever tree for each apple variety that comes into existence, called the mother tree. For example, there is a garden in Nottinghamshire that has the first Bramley apple tree, dating from 1809. Incredibly it is over 200 years old, but apparently seems to be dying. And a garden in New South Wales holds the first Granny Smith apple tree, dating from 1868.


Apple trees are hermaphrodites, carrying both sexes in their flowers, yet almost all are unable to fertilize themselves; in Britain there are apparently only around three varieties that can successfully self-pollinate and grow fruit. So in many modern orchards you see other apple tree varieties, often planted individually and interspersed in the rows, in order to ensure successful pollination. Thought might also be given to which varieties are planted, such that one can pollinate the other, if these interspersed individual trees are not added.


the origin of apples


Most of the apples we come across today are known as the domestic or sweet apple. The scientific name is Malus pumila, but at times they are (apparently incorrectly, according to the rules of botanical nomenclature) referred to as Malus domestica. Nonetheless, they can be thought of as domesticated apples. Wild European crab apples—Malus sylvestris—are something different, they grew in Europe before the advent of farming and were found in woodlands and grassland. So how did these domesticated apples come into existence, and why are they so prominent over wild crab apples today? Well, if you think of animals, from the pets we have at home to the wild animals of the Earth, not all have been domesticated, nor necessarily can be. Those animals that have been domesticated (such as cats and dogs) exist in great abundance and have often changed a lot from their wild ancestors. A similar thing is true for apples.


[image: images]


The Tien Shan mountain range.


Those apple varieties that have been domesticated are called “cultivars,” meaning varieties that have been cultivated: promoted in growth by the attention of humans in some way, at some stage. The ahead-of-his-time Russian botanist and geneticist Nikolai Vavilov put forth a theory as to the origins of the domesticated apple in the first half of the 20th century, suggesting that its ancestors were the wild apples (Malus sieversii) of the Tien Shan in central Asia, and DNA evidence collected over the past decades does support the bulk of his theory.


The Tien Shan is a large mountain range, spanning some 1,000 miles from Uzbekistan to western China. There are huge mountains in this range, the highest being 24,406 ft (7,439m) high. They formed 10–12 million years ago, and are still rising, increasing in height by as much as ½ in (1.5cm) a year. The forests of wild fruit trees that sit far below these peaks extend from Kazakhstan to the shores of the Black Sea in eastern Europe, and apples aren’t the only fruit—others, such as plums and nuts, are also found growing here. But the Tien Shan is of particular note for apples, with whole hillsides and valleys dominated by apple trees; up to 80 percent of the density in parts of these fruit forests can be apple trees.
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