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‘With much appreciation to our wonderful garden team, led by Anne Marie Owens, at Belmond Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons.


Also, much gratitude to my expert friends and partners, who have supported me in making my heritage orchard dream a reality.’


Raymond Blanc


 


 


 


‘I have long admired and supported Raymond’s passion and commitment to organic values, his love of gardens and his celebration of the craft and knowledge of both the chef and the gardener and the way these two are intertwined. Beyond the twelve gardens at Belmond Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons, he has now created a wonderful heritage orchard, an important contribution to reminding us all of the wonderful varieties of fruits that we may be losing, evoking a time when apples, plums or cherries were connected with a local village, town or county, and could be again . . .’


Sue Biggs, CBE
Director General of the Royal Horticultural Society
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Raymond Blanc, OBE, is acknowledged as one of the finest chefs in the world. Completely self-taught, his influence on gastronomy is so great that he is the only chef to have been honoured with both an OBE from Britain and the Légion d’honneur from France.


His beautiful hotel restaurant, Belmond Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons, has retained two Michelin stars for thirty-five years and was voted Best Hotel and Best Food Hotel in the UK by the Caterer’s Hotelier Top 100 Awards. Raymond has written more than ten best- selling books and presented many television shows. He is Honorary President of The Sustainable Restaurant Association and Vice President of Garden Organic. He also works very closely with the Royal Horticultural Society.
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About the Book


I began to dream about an orchard filled with thousands of heritage fruit trees . . .


Beyond the large cast-iron gates, which are always open, four large espalier apricot trees adorn the fifteenth-century yellow Oxford-stone walls. I wanted to pass on a very powerful message to my guests: ‘You are about to enter a magical place of beauty where food, and the growing of it, are at the heart of everything.’


Today we have an orchard with over 150 ancient varieties of fruit. Together, they tell the story not only of what we have lost in Britain, and also in France, but what we could regain.


Over the past seven years, Raymond Blanc has planted an orchard of 2,500 trees in the grounds of his hotel-restaurant, Belmond Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons in Oxfordshire. Yielding about 30 tonnes of fruit for his kitchen each year, it is full of ancient and forgotten varieties of British apples, pears and stone fruit. A further 600 heritage fruit trees have been added from Raymond’s home region of Franche-Comté in France.


The Lost Orchard is a love letter to each of these varieties, complete with beautiful illustrations, fascinating stories and delicious recipes. Lacing the whole book together is Raymond’s infectious enthusiasm and passion for his beloved orchard, backed up by his desire for more of us to grow our own food. His stories and memories are a delight as he rejoices in the precious fruit of the ‘lost orchard’ that he has created in a little corner of the Oxfordshire countryside.
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This is the story of not one, but two orchards: an English orchard and a French orchard, but intertwined. At Belmond Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons, an old English house in Oxfordshire with a French heart and vision, our two cultures constantly enrich each other: the British flag next to the French flag, petanque next to croquet on the lawn . . . and so we have our two orchards, planted in different phases and for different reasons, but united in the spirit of rediscovery and celebration.


The orchard – or orchards – is the latest chapter in the story of our magical organic gardens, which are the beating heart of everything that we do at Le Manoir. The twelve gardens are the canvas on which our gastronomy and our values are written by people who are in love with what they do. Each garden adds its own layer of beauty, fantasy and emotion, from the wildflower garden to the mysterious valley of mushrooms, but equally they are all part of one vision, of an entire sustainable ecosystem. For so long I had dreamed of enriching this ensemble with an orchard filled with thousands of fruit trees, and finally that dream has become a reality.


The English orchard was all about bringing back some of the wonderful heritage varieties of apples and pears and other fruits that had been lost or forgotten. Fruit gardens have been a huge part of British culture since medieval times. Serene and often secluded inside their protective stone walls, they evoked the Garden of Paradise, perfect for quiet religious contemplation – or secret romantic trysts. Shakespeare set his famous balcony scene in Romeo and Juliet in the Capulets’ orchard, whose high walls Romeo had cleared ‘with love’s light wings’. Yet since 1950 England has lost 57 per cent of its traditional orchard area and, shockingly, by 1997 in our county of Oxfordshire alone, around 90 per cent of orchard acres had been destroyed or abandoned.


Let me paint a picture for you that still haunts me. It is of thousands and thousands of dusky purple plums, fallen on the ground and lying unharvested and unwanted, in an abandoned orchard in the Vale of Evesham. I saw this for myself while filming there for a TV programme. Once, this vale was lit up with the glorious colours of Victoria plums, Yellow Egg plums and Purple Pershores, but since the Second World War 80 per cent of plum orchards have been lost.


And where are the hundreds of diverse and fascinating varieties of apples whose rich and complex flavours the Victorians celebrated like fine wines? Our choice has been whittled down by the supermarkets to a mere handful, mostly imported, and selected for their bright colour, uniform shape and sweetness.


And so to my beloved French orchard, which is about a different kind of rediscovery, of the fruits and flavours that are in my heart from my childhood spent in the gardens, hills and forests of Franche-Comté in Eastern France. I wanted to find the apples, pears, apricots, mirabelles, cherries and peaches that my grandfather and my father grew and my grandmother and mother cooked and bottled and preserved to feed our family of five children, and I wanted to bring them to Oxfordshire. Terroir – the local conditions, soil and climate – is so important, no matter whether you are growing flowers, vegetables or fruit, but I wanted to push the boundaries and find out which of my treasured fruits it might be possible to grow in our local soil and climate. Or would this end in disaster?


Of course you cannot just create a magnificent orchard on a grand scale overnight. It is not easy, I promise you. I had to fight for my orchard! Of all my projects this was the biggest and most complex, and it demanded an incredible amount of hard work, money and research, and above all the help of my knowledgeable friends and my gardeners, led by my wonderful, long-suffering Anne Marie. I am a chef who loves art, gardens, music, design, food, of course – too many things! But I accept that I know only so much in these other areas and so in order to create a truly special experience for our guests, not just good, but sublime, I needed help to make the dream become reality.


Gathering the right knowledge and preparing the groundwork took the best part of five years and mountains of documents. Everything begins with the health of the soil. That is the foundation of all organic growing, and the purity of my orchard had to be sacred. It must be free of any pesticides and herbicides to give the healthiest fruit to our guests. First we had to establish the kind of soil we had in this part of the gardens, its structure, what minerals it contained. And it was bad news. The first samples were full of clay, and as we know very well, clay retains water, which is not good for fruit trees. Equally it was missing a number of minerals. So now we had to drain it completely, then plough and enrich this clay with potassium and potash before we could even plant the first tree.


Next came the story of the borehole. I wanted to find enough water for all the fruit and vegetables at Le Manoir; I hoped to bottle our own pure water for our guests, and I even dreamed of discovering pure spa water for a future project. Of course life rarely turns out the way you expect it to. Instead what we found was a high level of iron, so my dream was doomed, but this very expensive borehole still allows us to irrigate each of our trees and all of our gardens.


We also had to consider the wind direction and the exposure of the trees. It is a very English thing to do, but we must talk about the weather. The orchard is at the bottom of a slope and, as cold air is heavier than warm, frosts and mists travel down through it. Just this year we lost my apricots and peaches to frost and I was disconsolate. And more and more we will have to confront the newer challenge of climate change. In one spot in the gardens it could be 22 degrees where it had been -1 degree the week before.


An orchard has so many enemies. Viruses and diseases, not to mention creatures: airborne, burrowing, furry, cute, they can attack from anywhere. The deer, who wander everywhere in Oxfordshire, can eat the tender shoots of a tree and kill about fifty in a night, while the rabbits gnaw away at the bark of young trees. And then there are the foxes, who can jump up to 1.8 metres, and will eat dozens of the chickens at a time. These chickens will soon be scuttling through the orchards, so we had to put up two-metre fencing around and through the orchard to try to keep the foxes out.


And, of course, the great project is not yet finished. We still have so much more to do. As I write we are planting more varieties to replace some that haven’t coped with the vagaries of the weather. Beauty and structure are crucial (see page 148), and so the orchard will soon be surrounded by fruit hedges and cane fruits, from blackcurrants to Glen Doll Scottish raspberries, and Burgundian blackcurrants, which we will use to make our jams. More lavender paths, which will blaze blue and purple in the summer and turn silver grey in winter, will attract the bees from the bee village, which is yet another story (see page 246)! And I am already planning the next adventures: a farm, with a farm shop to sell our fruit and vegetables, and a vineyard, so that we can produce our own wine – a long-standing dream.


I am a happy man when I see our guests wandering through the gardens, chatting with our gardeners and enjoying the fruits of our orchards, be it a plum or apricot compote for their breakfast or a paquet surprise with plump, spiced cherries. And I smile when I see a waiter explaining the variety of apples in our fruit bowls. But the orchard is also part of a much bigger picture that is to do with the huge questions we face about the kind of agriculture we will have and what kind of food we will be eating tomorrow. It is about reconnecting with our food, growing more of it locally and with fewer, or no, chemicals. If we could restore our lost orchards and replant the diversity of apples, pears, plums and cherries associated with our own regions and communities, then we could help support our small shops and markets. This in turn could help the farmers, growers and craftsmen to keep their businesses and the villages to hold on to their pubs and their post offices.


And in a small way you too can help. Even if you have a small garden, a backyard or a balcony, you can plant a heritage fruit tree. It is easy to train an apple, apricot or pear tree against a wall, or grow one in a container (see page 262). It will be a joy to behold and a source of lasting pleasure. Imagine picking your own fresh fruit and making your own compotes, tarts, jams and preserves (see the recipes section from page 267 onwards). I urge you to do it. In fact I beg you to do it.



A LITTLE HELP FROM MY FRIENDS
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An orchard on the scale of ours requires a phenomenal amount of expertise in the planning, and then it demands constant love and care to keep it healthy and fruitful.


Of course our orchard would make no sense commercially, as today most fruits are grown and graded for size, shape, colour and flavour uniformity according to the demands of the supermarkets. As consumers we have been convinced to buy by looking at what is attractive on the outside, not what is inside. And what is inside many modern fruits is often a monotonous sweetness at the expense of the complexity of flavour of some older, heritage varieties. What is more, it is a huge challenge to grow fruit without chemicals. We accept that we will not match the volumes of a conventional orchard, but I believe that it is right to avoid spraying our trees, or using even the permitted ‘organic’ pesticides, as I don’t want these to go into the soil – or my chickens!


So I am indebted to the many wonderful friends, craftsmen, academics and gardeners who pooled their knowledge into this huge project. Without them my dream would have stayed just a dream. All of us are in love with the drama and romance of growing, grafting and sharing good food, and in our very different ways we are all seeking those special moments when you might just touch excellence.


There are no adequate words to thank my lovely Anne Marie, who began as a young apprentice and has had to keep up with this demanding dreamer of a Frenchman for thirty-five years. Twelve gardens on, when I said, ‘Anne Marie, we are going to create a wonderful orchard filled with thousands of trees’, she just smiled – a smile I know very well – in her serene way and gave me that look that says, ‘Oh my God, here we go again.’ But deep inside she understands the big dream of creating excellence for each of our guests. And so the research began.


On a beautiful summer’s day we visited the RHS orchard at Wisley together. This extraordinary orchard has over 1,300 different fruit cultivars, including almost 700 apples, 175 pears and 100 plums, many trained in espaliers and fan shapes. There are collections of cider apples and also cultivars that are disease-resistant and grown organically, so these were a huge inspiration. We learned so much about varieties and techniques from the gardeners who shared their knowledge and enthusiasm in that typically generous way of people who work with plants and the soil.


And when we visited Brogdale Farm, home of the National Fruit Collection, I was similarly blown away. Imagine, 150 acres of orchard, with 2,200 different varieties of apple, 550 varieties of pear, 337 varieties of plum and 285 different varieties of cherries! I have been so touched by the support we have continually received from Brogdale, and by their extraordinary generosity when some of our trees failed, and they immediately offered to replace them.
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In search of a template for our orchard I was prepared to venture to every corner of France, as well as the UK. On one momentous occasion in October I borrowed a small plane and its captain from a friend in order to fly off with Anne Marie to a mythical place whose owner is one of the greatest fruit growers in the world. His name is Arnaud Delbard and his grandfather, Georges, was a rose specialist who first began breeding fruit trees on the family’s farm in Malicorne in 1935. Following on from his father, Henri, Arnaud has taken the Delbard Nursery to new heights, using innovative scientific methods to develop superb, delicious fruits with great resistance to disease, and introducing more than fifty new varieties to the market, always with beauty, flavour and respect for the environment at the heart of his work. These fruits connect so well with our own organic ethos at Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons.


I wanted to visit Monsieur Delbard in his very beautiful verger (fruit garden), which is over eighty years old, not only to discuss varieties that might enjoy the climate of Oxfordshire, but to see in practice the principle of growing fruit trees en espalier, in a ‘double palmette’ and in columns.


Flying through a storm in this little plane was an experience neither of us will forget, especially Anne Marie, who likes to have her feet planted firmly in the Oxfordshire soil, preferably at Le Manoir. But we landed safely in Malicorne, deep in the quiet of this remote part of the French countryside, where we had arranged to meet William Sibley (see opposite), and he introduced us to Arnaud Delbard and his papa. In a very French way we enjoyed a wonderful long meal with good wine and I felt so privileged to share this private moment with such great craftsmen. Following this lovely gathering of new friends around the table, Monsieur Delbard took us to see the treasured fruit gardens, which were extraordinary. The large gates opened up onto his life’s work. The old, sculptured trees in their neat rows were heavy with perfectly formed fruit: it was such a resplendent sight. Despite its age, the orchard was positively breathing good health. As we wandered through this beautiful place, images of what my own orchard could be like began to form in my mind.


We came away armed with a tremendous amount of information about which varieties could grow in England, as Monsieur Delbard had planted some vergers here, and I even had my own rose named after me!
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Will Sibley has been a great friend and a tower of strength for twenty years and his generous help and advice have been crucial to the creation of the orchard and the fruits we chose to grow. For many years Will was a trustee and then chairman of the trustees of East Malling, the biggest centre of fruit science in Britain, which has been responsible for the development of most modern varieties of fruit in this country. Always searching and researching requires such patience, knowledge and commitment – for it can take years to create a single new variety that satisfies the many demands of looks, resistance to disease, reliability and, most of all, flavour.


With Will I travelled many times to France, especially to the apricot regions to see where the best fruits grow and which might do well grown organically in the cooler and wetter climate of Oxfordshire. The first ones we chose were grown around Nîmes and planted before we even began work on the orchard. They grace the old stone walls at the entrance to Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons and almost every year for over a decade they have produced hundreds and hundreds of beautiful sweet orange- and pink-flushed fruit (see page 218). And Will has been integral to the job of selecting the fruits for what we call our ‘taste and textures’ section of the orchard, in which we grow the varieties specifically for use in our kitchens.


One of the fine fruits he has championed is the Avalon Pride peach, which is the only variety that doesn’t suffer from peach leaf curl, and he tells a wonderful story of its discovery. It was first noticed in the 1960s in a forest in British Colombia by a British woman called Margaret Proud. She had moved there with her father, who was a keen gardener, and she knew that leaf curl was a problem for peaches, and so she was amazed to see that this tree had perfect leaves. She took some buds and grafted them, and one of them grew in her garden.


Some time later Margaret moved to Washington State, and on the day she was due to leave, a bear came into the garden and destroyed the tree! Will promises me this story is true. However, she managed to salvage some pieces of wood and took them to a grower called Sam Benowitz at Raintree Nursery, who propagated the tree, and Margaret named the variety Avalon Pride after the house she grew up in in England. Sam Benowitz suggested that he send a sample to Will so that he could look after it and promote it for her, and it is now probably the best-selling peach in the world: yellow-fleshed and gorgeous. And soon to be in our orchard!


In my insatiable quest for knowledge, I enlisted the help and advice of Dr David Pennell, former director of Brogdale, home of the National Fruit Collection, who became an invaluable support and source of information throughout the difficult and demanding job of planning and planting an organic orchard through its different phases. David perfectly understood my goal of combining flavour, heritage and beauty through a combination of fruits mainly from Britain and France.


One of the most charming orchards I had the good fortune to visit belongs to the wonderful Dr Barrie Juniper, academic and author of The Story of the Apple (2006). Such a lovely man. His hidden sanctuary must be one of the oldest and beautifully natural, even scruffy, apple orchards in England, and he proudly introduced me to so many venerable varieties, and mostly in French!


I have always understood the influence that terroir can have on a fruit or vegetable, and I wanted to discover more of the history and culture of fruit and orchards around Britain, especially the fruits that had traditionally been grown locally to Le Manoir – many of which were almost lost. So I am indebted to Marcus Roberts, founder of the Mid-Shires Orchard Group, who assisted me with our project from the start: a man who is totally dedicated to encouraging people to set up community and heritage orchards, teaching traditional skills, researching and seeking out old varieties, and grafting them and distributing them around our surrounding counties to ensure they avoid extinction. He also advises historic properties on conserving and planting orchards. When we decided to taste over one hundred different varieties of heritage apple to determine their profile for use in the kitchen, Marcus scoured nurseries and old orchards in private gardens around our region to find the finest samples. Many of the traditional varieties are now planted in our orchard and appear in this book.


I love to teach, and to see young chefs and gardeners alike developing their craft, so it was a joy to me to watch the development of one of our gardeners, James Dewhurst. A quiet young man, as we began to plant the orchard I could see his enthusiasm and interest grow. He couldn’t spend enough time there, learning about growing, grafting, cultivars, rootstocks. Even though he has now moved on he still returns every so often to help keep the orchard looking beautiful and healthy. When you have people like this on your team, you are truly blessed.
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Two extraordinary, generous friends, the best in their field, planted my French orchard with varieties grown in my beloved Franche-Comté. I was first introduced to Henri Xavier Guillaume and his brother, Pierre-Marie, by the mayor of my village, as their world-famous viticultural nursery in Charcenne is only about twenty miles from my home.


The Guillaume family have been grafting vines since 1895, at a time when Franche-Comté, along with wine regions throughout France, was rebuilding its vineyards after the phylloxera crisis. Xavier is a genius vigneron, who looks after the rootstock and the vines of some of the most famous vineyards in the world, such as Domaine de la Romanée-Conti, Château Margaux and Louis Roederer. The Guillaume family also supply the seedlings for Taittinger and the Louis Pommery project, as well as helping and advising winemakers at more than a hundred British vineyards, such as Nyetimber and Chapel Down, and our neighbours, Hundred Hills Vineyard in Henley-on-Thames, who make excellent wines. And Pierre-Marie is a well-known agronomist who concentrates on research and genetic selection. Together they make a formidable team, and in the true tradition of great nursery families, Pierre-Marie’s son, François, is also a knowledgeable craftsman.


Already I am working with Xavier and Pierre-Marie on the next magical chapter of the Anglo–French story at Le Manoir: our own vineyard. We will grow Pinot Noir, Pinot Meunier, some Chardonnay and the ‘must-have’ grape from my home, Savagnin, which is most famous for Vin Jaune, and I hope that our new friends from the magnificent Hundred Hills will help us to vinify our own wine!
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Once upon a time on a summer’s day, the Royal Horticultural Society, with William Sibley, organised a tasting of heritage apples at Le Manoir. It was the memorable day I discovered what I regard as the world’s greatest apple, the Cox’s Orange Pippin (see page 84) (though for many years I thought it was a Queen Cox, until Will corrected me!). And it was pivotal to the birth of this wonderful project: the creation of a beautiful orchard that would acknowledge and glorify the magnificent old apples that were once grown around Britain, as well as some from France – many of which are so nearly lost to us.


Each one of these apples has a story to tell, so for me the orchard project and the writing of this book has been a magical adventure into a world of discovery. Sometimes the fascination begins with a strange or amusing name. It seems that even centuries ago many of the old nurserymen knew that an evocative or clever name could help market their new varieties. How elegant must an apple be that is called Faerie Queene or Ballerina? How romantic the Leicestershire apple Marriage Maker, which has pink flesh and, if you are lucky, when you cut it in half shows a perfect white heart. But how unfortunate the apple that is called Duck’s Bill or Eynsham Dumpling! Sometimes life is cruel.


An apple might be known by many alternative names in different regions of England, let alone abroad (a muddle that the Victorian pomologists tried to resolve). And sometimes names become mangled in translation. There is a rare Yorkshire apple called the Sykehouse Russet, which was thought to be lost, but was rediscovered in 1999 by a retired canon from West Sussex. According to the great expert and writer Robert Hogg (see page 20), at the turn of the nineteenth century the German pomologist August Friedrich Adrian Diel translated it as the ‘English Hospital Reinette’, thinking that Syke was an old way of spelling ‘sick’ and not the name of a Yorkshire village.


What should I make of the Gloucestershire apples Arlingham Schoolboys or Old Tankard; the Devonshire Slack-ma-girdle, and more curious still: Hen’s Turd? And who was Charles Ross (see page 65) or Annie Elizabeth (see page 30)?


Some great stars of the apple world have been discovered as seedlings growing in cottage gardens, on rubbish heaps, or under the protective walls of stately homes. Others are the results of experiments by connoisseurs, amateur horticulturalists, or the great Victorian nurserymen and women who made it their life’s work to discover, graft and propagate the finest apples of their day, detailing them in beautifully illustrated catalogues, or Orchardists.


Some varieties still bear the names of the farm workers, clergymen or seedsmen who found or raised them, but sometimes, frustratingly, an apple’s history is simply lost in the mists of time. Some of these beautiful old treasures, whose names have been long forgotten, may still exist in people’s gardens, or in hedgerows, or the scruffy long grass of an abandoned orchard, which is why orchard groups all around the country are keenly identifying, seeking out and re-establishing as many as possible of these old heritage fruits.


These days, when the emphasis is on modern varieties, it is hard to imagine stumbling across the new Cox’s Orange Pippin or Blenheim Orange (see page 42) growing in a hedgerow, but it could still happen. Marcus Roberts told me of a seedling discovered in a hedge by the co-founder of the Mid-Shires Orchard Group, Andy Howard, which was unlike any variety he knew. It was a striking, large, conical apple that was quite flavoursome and juiced fantastically well. He and Marcus grafted it, named it the Deddington Pippin, and distributed it around the area. So next time you are walking along the country lanes keep an eye out, as you never know what jewel you might find!
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AN APPLE FOR EVERY SEASON
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That we know as much as we do about so many old varieties of apple is down to the Victorian writers and nurserymen and women who painstakingly researched and described them. What is more, they recognised the seasonal nature of apples in a way that has been lost to us as the supermarkets have blurred the seasons for all of our fruit and vegetables.


Perhaps the greatest authority was Robert Hogg, the son of an Edinburgh nurseryman, who began his career with the famous Brompton Park Nursery and later co-founded the Pomological Society in 1854. At various times from 1858 he was secretary and chairman of the Horticultural Society’s Fruit Committee, and later became secretary of the Royal Horticultural Society. However, he was best known as a writer and editor and his wonderful fruit descriptions, historical research and advice in The Fruit Manual and The Herefordshire Pomona are still relied upon today, and I have quoted him many times in the following pages.


Later came Edward Bunyard, who succeeded his father, George, in the family’s nursery. A food and wine enthusiast and writer, he declared, ‘No fruit is more to our English taste than the apple’, and in print and on the radio he seduced readers and listeners with vivid and evocative descriptions of his favourite seasonal varieties, such as the ‘rich and mellow’ Orleans Reinette (see page 150), of which he wrote, ‘its brown-red flush and glowing gold do very easily suggest that if Rembrandt had painted a fruit piece he would have chosen this apple’, or the Cox’s Orange Pippin (see page 84), which in November was, for him, ‘the Château Yquem of apples’.


If picked at the right time, or properly stored, his selection of apples would provide fruit from September to the end of the following June. He also understood that within its season each apple had a particular moment when aroma, sweetness and acidity would come together in a perfect storm of flavour. ‘The right season to eat an apple is a matter of importance; to catch the volatile ethers at their maximum development, and the acids and sugars at their most grateful balance requires knowledge and experiment,’ he wrote. ‘Many apples will keep far beyond their period of maximum flavour, and in some this moment is so fleeting that they are hardly worth growing; a week-end away from home might prove disastrous. Times and seasons are therefore but rough guides to the correct moment; experiment alone can decide.’


After Bunyard died, the mantle of protector of British apples was taken up by Philip Morton Shand, a wine connoisseur, who had famously written in his Book of Food in 1927 that, ‘The French have poor taste in apples, liking them merely soft and sweet. After all, no nation can have an impeccable taste in everything, and the inevitable Achille’s heel is just as likely to be found in apples as in drawing-room furniture.’


I wonder if he travelled to the great apple orchards of Normandy, the Loire or Rhône Valley! But I wholeheartedly agree with his conclusion that, ‘Who on earth with a spark of individuality in his make-up wants to eat the self same apple every blessed day in the year.’
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THE GREAT APPLE TASTING
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My approach to the food we grow has always been the same: I want to understand the nuances of every variety in order to discover the best flavours and textures and which cooking technique will suit each best, so with my team we go to extraordinary lengths to do this, whether it is tasting fifty aubergines or forty chillies (an eye-watering experience!).


The orchard is about heritage and beauty, but crucially it is also about flavour; and so we needed to discover which apples to grow for the kitchen. I have never understood my British friends’ approach of splitting apples into just two single categories, cooking and eating – or perhaps three, if you add in cider apples. The Victorians identified certain, more acidic, apples as destined for the kitchen, and other ‘dessert’ apples for enjoying raw; however, they also understood which of the ‘cooking’ apples, in which season, would make the best sauce, jellies, pies, soufflés or dumplings. But much of that old knowledge has been lost, and it is still far too restrictive for me.


As a chef and a Frenchman, I don’t make this simplistic and confusing distinction between cooking and eating apples. It is crucial to me to push the boundaries to understand how to achieve the best flavours and textures from every individual apple, in order to give my guests the best, most sublime apple experience.


So I set my own five specific tests. I wanted to know which apple would give the best juice and how each variety would behave when pureed, baked whole, in a tarte Maman Blanc or a tarte tatin. I do apologise to my English friends for not including pies and crumbles – though I can assure you that I make an excellent crumble (see page 293).


I consulted my expert friends about which apples to taste, especially Britain’s most treasured heritage varieties, so Marcus Roberts scoured orchards and walled gardens around the country to assemble the very best sun-kissed examples. Over an exhausting two weeks we tested and tasted over a hundred apples and it was a huge and valuable undertaking, the like of which I don’t believe has been done in any other kitchen.


Usually green apples, like Granny Smith (see page 133), make the best juices when you use the whole of the skin – although I must say the best apple juice I have ever tasted is made with the Egremont Russet (see page 105). For puree, or for a pie or crumble, the apple must be very moist and have enough acidity to break down quickly, like Cox’s Orange Pippin (see page 84) or Red Windsor (see page 152). I want an appetising colour and characterful flavour that needs no sugar or hardly any at all.


For baking a whole apple (at 170°C/150°C fan/gas 3), I want a fruit like Chivers Delight (see page 71) or D’Arcy Spice (see page 91), which will hold its shape without blistering too much or, worse, imploding or collapsing, while the flesh should remain moist and become meltingly soft. For a tarte tatin, an apple must be tight enough to hold its shape and also have a high acidity. Why? Because we are going to add caramel, and so the apple must combat the sweetness. Our favourites include Cox’s Orange Pippin, Devonshire Quarrenden (see page 95), Granny Smith and Braeburn (see page 49). And for a tarte Maman Blanc, I am looking for an apple such as Captain Kidd (see page 59), Lord Lambourne (see page 145), and, of course, the Reinette Grise du Canada (see page 156) of Maman Blanc. These have the perfect balance of acidity and sugar, and enough texture to allow the crescents of apple to keep their shape, but fluff up, and turn a beautiful golden colour.


It was most important to me that our judges were not only our chefs, but our gardeners too – and anyone who happened to be passing by: a guest, a housekeeper . . . we are all-inclusive! For the last thirty-five years my vision for Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons has been to bond together the garden and the kitchen, where my Executive Head Chef Gary Jones and Chef Pâtissier Benoit Blin ensure that our values are propagated and shared. That is why Le Manoir has such an extraordinary energy. A chef needs to go out into the gardens and understand the provenance and seasonality of a fruit or vegetable, what are the best varieties for specific dishes, and how they are grown; and a gardener needs to come into the kitchen and understand how a fruit or vegetable will be used, and what qualities a chef is looking for. How young or mature a fruit or vegetable is, how its flavour has been affected by the weather, or its level of ripeness . . . all these small variables make a difference in terms of taste. When chefs and gardeners understand and respect each other and the challenges they each face, you have a marvellous creative environment and beautiful food for our guests.


So what did we learn together? Well, as you will discover in the pages that follow, we found that most apples are good at something and some are good at a few. A handful, like Adams’ Pearmain (see page 27), Devonshire Quarrenden and Discovery (see page 98), are good at many things; and a few shining stars like the Cox’s Orange Pippin, Red Windsor and the rare Cheddar Cross (see page 69) can achieve almost anything. Very occasionally an ancient variety turns out not to be very good at anything, as our rigorous examination exposed the truth that a romantic name and a treasured history may not always be enough to satisfy the demands of our changing gastronomy and our customers’ expectations. And so some old heritage apples fell short. But I am not out to ruin reputations, and they still have an important place in our orchard.


Also, I have to acknowledge that, since every variety not only has its season, but its perfect moment when the balance of sugars and acidity combine to produce perfection, we may not have done justice to every one. As Edward Bunyard cautioned in The Anatomy of Dessert (1929), ‘Let us dismiss the popular error that a single test is sufficient for a fair judgement of a fruit. Often one hears the phrase, “I tasted so-and-so and did not think much of it.” Flavour depends much upon the season, and many varieties require a really hot summer to develop their highest qualities.’


And so, although I have reported our judgement on each apple faithfully, whenever we have tested a variety that is generally looked on with fondness but we have found it to be unpleasant, harsh in its acidity or unwilling to yield its crisp flesh to the softening heat of the hob or oven, we have to ask: did we do this apple a disservice? Did we taste it too early, or too late, to show its full potential? On another day, in a different hour, would it all have been different?


Will Sibley, who has tasted thousands of apples and other fruits in his role as chairman of the trustees at the East Malling Research Centre, is as romantic as this Frenchman when it comes to searching for that moment ‘when a particular variety ripens to a certain point on a certain day and the sugar levels are a perfect match for the flavonoids. That is when the magic happens, and you remember it for ever,’ he says. ‘There are scientific tests you can do to give you a really good idea of the optimum time to eat an apple, of course, but mostly it is about the drama of hitting just the right moment when the acidity and sugars are in perfect balance. A day or even an hour later and it can be gone. I remember doing a tasting involving the Alkmene variety, which is German-bred, but has the Cox’s Orange Pippin as one of its parents and is sold in the UK as Early Windsor. There were about twelve of us on the tasting panel and all of us agreed this was the best apple we had ever eaten. Two days later, it tasted quite different. I even remember my second-best apple experience, sitting on a wall in Edinburgh eating a Laxton Fortune. The flavour was so extraordinary I can still taste it now.’


In our great taste test I was lucky enough to be presented with yet another glorious example of the Cox’s Orange Pippin, and my heart sang. Other apples fared less well, but that is the eternal, mysterious and seductive, yet sometimes frustrating, magnetism of the apple . . . and why you should not take my tasting notes as gospel. Rather, they are the findings of an eternally curious chef, who wanted to understand what each of these apples could contribute to our orchard experience at Le Manoir. I hope they will inspire you to try to seek out some of these old varieties and taste them yourself. Better still, grow them yourself, and demand to know why your favourite variety is not on the shelf in your local shop or supermarket.
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ADAMS’ PEARMAIN
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54 trees in my English orchard


Norfolk/Herefordshire, 1826


SEASON: early October


APPEARANCE: greenish gold, becoming streaked/flushed with red


BEST FOR: puree, baking whole and tarts


For a chef it is such a joy to discover a wonderful new variety of any fruit, and for me it is even more rewarding to find an almost lost apple that is part of the British heritage, even though its true origins are quite obscure. This beautiful old variety was one of the most popular eating apples in Victorian times, thanks to its rich, nutty, aromatic flavour, and quite dry yellow flesh. Now it is almost totally unknown, although it is still beloved by small-scale gardeners. I wish I could introduce more of you to this apple as it is truly majestic, rather gracious, tall and elegantly pear-shaped, and so appetising-looking with its smooth, red-blushed skin of many shades, through gold and orange to deeper red, almost mahogany. The first time I saw it, I knew it had character and I hoped it would offer me some interesting new flavours.


Adams’ Pearmain is one of those apples that has fascinated people for centuries because we cannot know for sure where it came from originally: was it Norfolk or was it Herefordshire? All that has been established is that scions (cuttings for grafting) of it were sent to the London Horticultural Society in 1826 by Robert Adams – hence the name. However, Mr Adams originally called the apple the Norfolk Pippin, possibly because he had received the scions from someone in Norfolk, or had found them there himself.


Robert Hogg wrote that he had ‘endeavoured unsuccessfully to discover the origin of this valuable apple’, before chancing on the possibility that it had also been known by yet another name. ‘It was not till I attended the first Pomological Meeting of the Woolhope Club at Hereford,’ he says, ‘that I obtained a clue as to its history. I there found it exhibited in almost every collection as the Hanging Pearmain, and so widely is it grown in the county, there cannot be any doubt that it is originally a Herefordshire apple.’


TASTING AND COOKING NOTES


I am in awe of this apple, as once we began our immense cooking and tasting tests of well over a hundred varieties it showed its true qualities. It is a wonderful apple for baking and pureeing. Colour is so important to me in cooking, and once peeled, the Adams’ Pearmain revealed a lovely yellow flesh which, when diced, broke down quickly with a dash of water into a delectable puree that yielded very easily beneath our forks and needed no sugar.


Next, we baked the apple and it cooked perfectly, keeping its shape and colour, with no explosions, and rewarded us with a melting texture.


Maman Blanc would approve of the way it performed when making her famous tarte. The yellow segments, overlapping in perfect concentric circles, fluffed out but kept their shape, turning gold and lightly caramel-coloured at the edges: just delicious!


Of course, an apple that purees so beautifully will rarely have enough acidity to pass the tarte tatin test. Nevertheless, this apple is a winner in our kitchen, and I long for the trees to bear their fruit!


GROWING NOTES


This is a variety that has been treasured in small gardens, not only for its flavour, but because the upright tree is naturally quite hardy and disease-resistant, especially to scab, and it is relatively vigorous, but can be grown successfully in pots. In our orchard the trees crop well and in most years the apples can be picked from early October and are at their best in late October. If they are stored in a cool, dark, dry cellar they can keep until the end of December, provided the fruits are not too mature when they are picked.
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ANNIE ELIZABETH
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22 trees in my English orchard


Leicestershire, 1857


SEASON: late September/October


APPEARANCE: green/yellow, flushed with red


BEST FOR: baking whole and tarts


Annie Elizabeth – who was she? The moment I was given this apple to taste my childlike curiosity was aroused. How did she come by this wonderful name? I hoped that Annie Elizabeth would turn out to have been a mysterious beauty, someone’s lover perhaps, but the reality is quite different. Although there are several different stories about the christening of the apple, the one that most people believe to be true is a poignant one.


The apple was first grown in 1857 by a magistrate’s clerk called Samuel Greatorex, who lived in Avenue Road, Knighton St Mary, in Leicester, and it is said that he later named it as a touching memorial to his illegitimate baby daughter, who died in 1866. Apparently there is a headstone in the graveyard of the church of St Mary Magdalen in Knighton that reads, ‘Annie Elizabeth Greatorex aged one’.

OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


 

Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright Page



		Contents



		About Raymond Blanc



		Also by Raymond Blanc



		About the Book



		Introduction



		A little help from my friends











		Apples



		An apple for every season



		The great apple tasting



		Adams’ Pearmain



		Annie Elizabeth



		Ashmead’s Kernel



		The rise and fall of the English apple



		Beauty of Kent



		Belle de Boskoop



		Blenheim Orange



		A golden childhood



		Braeburn



		Bramley’s Seedling



		Calville Blanc d’Hiver



		Captain Kidd



		Catshead



		Charles Ross



		Cheddar Cross



		Chivers Delight



		Claygate Pearmain



		The apple store



		Court of Wick



		Court Pendu Plat



		Cox’s Orange Pippin



		D’Arcy Spice



		Devonshire Quarrenden



		Discovery



		Edward VII



		An apple a day?



		Egremont Russet



		Ellison’s Orange



		Gala



		George Cave



		Ancient and modern



		Golden Delicious



		Golden Noble



		Crab apples



		Granny Smith



		Hanwell Souring



		Keswick Codlin



		Lord Lambourne



		The beautiful orchard



		Orleans Reinette



		Red Windsor



		Reine des Reinettes (King of the Pippins)



		Reinette Grise du Canada



		Pure – but not simple



		Ribston Pippin



		Rosemary Russet



		Worcester Pearmain



		Bright future



		Apple tasting chart











		Pears, Quince, Fig and Medlar



		Beurre d’Apremont



		Beurre Hardy



		Black Worcester



		Conference



		Delbardélice®



		Delsanne



		Doyenne du Comice



		Fauvanelle



		Fondante d’Automne



		Poire du Curé



		Williams’ Bon Chrétien



		Winter Nélis



		In search of the perfect quince



		Violette de Bordeaux



		Néflier à Gros Fruits











		Stone Fruits



		The first apricots











		Apricots



		Bergeron



		Polonais



		Précoce de Saumur



		Rouge Tardif®











		Cherries



		Bigarreau Burlat



		Carmelite



		Coeur de Pigeon



		Marsotte



		Montmorency



		Noire à Tout Faire











		Peaches



		Pêche de Vigne de Rouge/Sanguine Vineuse



		Pêche Plate



		Reine des Vergers



		The bee village and gypsy chicken houses











		Plums



		Agen



		Mirabelle de Metz



		Quetsche d’Alsace and Quetsche Blanche de Létricourt



		Reine Claude Dorée and Reine Claude d’Oullins



		Victoria Plum











		Grow your own tree



		Best fruit for growing in a garden



		Recipes from the Lost Orchard



		Acknowledgements



		Recipes Index



		Index



		Plates











Guide





		Cover



		Title



		Start













		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340











OEBPS/images/contents.png
CONTENTS





OEBPS/images/f0019-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/author.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0015-01.png
e

SN
N






OEBPS/images/intro.png





OEBPS/images/title.png
THE

LOST
ORCHARD

A French chef rediscovers

a great British food heritage

Stories and recipes

by

RAYMOND
BLANC

1]





OEBPS/images/f0029-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
A French chef rediscovers
" a great British food heritage
‘ Stories and recipes

by

RAYMOND






OEBPS/images/common.png





OEBPS/images/common1.png





OEBPS/images/common2.png
e~





