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There is no fruit, in temperate climates, so universally esteemed, and so extensively cultivated, nor is there any which is so closely identified with the social habits of the human species, as the apple.

Robert Hogg, British Pomology, 1851

 

There were twenty-four apple-trees in the orchard, some slanting slightly, others growing straight with a rush up the trunk which spread wide into branches and formed into round red or yellow drops. Each apple-tree had sufficient space. The sky exactly fitted the leaves.

Virginia Woolf, In the Orchard, 1923


 

 

 

For Maddy, Isabella and Emma
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Introduction

In the early 1840s, a young Yorkshire vicar set about planting an orchard next to his new farmhouse. Around him, the world was in turmoil. Ireland was in the throes of its Great Famine. Western Europe teetered on the cusp of violent revolution. And, across the Atlantic, an expansion-hungry America was about to go to war. In setting out his orchard, however, our tree-planting minister was wisely investing in a happier future. Those fifteen or so tiny saplings would eventually transform into veteran trees which still, every autumn, sit heavy with pounds of apples. That orchard and its farmhouse are now my home.

Over the best part of two centuries, the successive generations who lived and worked on the farm enjoyed the fruits of this kindly clergyman’s labours. The farmer’s wife who turned Hunthouse cooking apples, a local speciality, into steaming pies and sauces; the waggoner who would pull a Green Balsam off the branch and take a bite before feeding it to his horse; the young domestic servant charged with transforming pails of sour ‘spitters’ into golden cider. And now my family and I, who love the orchard not only for its delicious fruit, but its perfumed blossom, rich wildlife and cooling summer shade. Come the autumn, there’s a scramble to pick the fruit before it falls and rots. We make fruit puddings aplenty and juice the sweetest apples with our small, sticky press.

The orchard is also a relic. North Yorkshire, like many parts of Britain and elsewhere, was until recently blanketed in apple trees. People knew the value of the apple; few other fruits were so versatile in the kitchen, made rip-roaringly strong alcohol and cured a range of inexplicable ailments. From face creams to preserves, hard cider to cobbler, the apple was more essential to the household than almost any other home-grown produce. They were also a source of extra income – any spare apples could be sold at market or to middlemen, who would pass them on to grocers, jam factories and confectioners. Many of these trees are still standing, full of unpicked fruit, as if people have forgotten what to do with them.

Windfalls that dropped off the tree fed pigs and other livestock who grazed under their boughs. We have early aerial photographs of the farm; pig arks were once plonked in the orchard, accommodation for hogs who would have greedily gobbled up apples and pears that tumbled from its branches. Nowadays, it’s our geese who can’t get enough of the fruit and hang about under the trees, waiting for it to drop. They honk in frustration when they can’t bite into a particularly hard pome. To placate them, my husband or I go out in stiff wellies to stamp on the windfalls. The hens and wild birds love them too. Redwings and fieldfares gorge themselves over winter before heading back to their woodland breeding grounds in northern Europe and Russia.

In many people’s minds, apples are quintessentially ‘western’ – a fruit whose story belongs to Britain, Europe and North America; few dishes are more patriotic than apple pie or crumble. And yet we underestimate just how globetrotting a fruit it is. For a food so embedded in our culture, history and mythology, the apple is actually much more exotic than we ever imagined. It’s an intrepid traveller that began life in the mountains of Central Asia before hitching a lift along ancient trade routes and heading across the world’s oceans. The apple’s usefulness and delectable flesh made it a popular fruit wherever it grew. As we will see, the fruit not only graced the walled gardens of great country estates but was equally at home in the humblest cottage garden.

This book aims to tell the story of the apple in a broadly chronological order, from its prehistoric beginnings to the rise of the supermarkets and globalisation of apple production. We follow the fruit in both its forms – the wild ‘crab’ apple and the cultivated variety – across continents and discover a food that not only featured in luxurious feasts but also saved desperate populations from starvation. The apple, with its sweet taste and crisp good looks, also found itself the subject of myths and legends, superstitions and folk stories; from Adam and Eve to King Arthur’s Avalon, Johnny Appleseed to Greek tragedy, the apple is at the core of them all.

There’s also plenty of fun to be had with the story of the apple, especially when it comes to the history of some of our favourite dishes. Running alongside the chronology of the apple are the stories of twelve of our most beloved and useful apple puddings, drinks and concoctions. Was the apple pie really invented in America? Is apple crumble truly a product of British rationing in the Second World War? Why do we eat toffee apples at Halloween but use pomade in our hair? And why do medieval banquets always seem to feature a roast pig with an apple in its mouth? As with apples, appearances aren’t all they seem. The origins of some of our favourite fruity treats turn out to be surprisingly ancient or curiously odd.

The apple is an extraordinarily cosmopolitan fruit. The world’s top twenty apple-producing nations are incredibly diverse, geographically speaking, from South Africa to France, Chile to India. China tops the charts when it comes to sheer volume, growing about 40 million tons per year. This is ten times as many apples as America, the second largest apple-growing country in the world, with Poland and Turkey a close third and fourth. Some other big players might be a surprise to apple aficionados – Iran grows more apples than Italy, for example, and North Korea more than Spain. The UK produces a modest 400,000 tons a year but what the trade lacks in size it more than makes up for in character.

Different countries also want different things from their apples. While Japan and China love glossy red, super-sweet apples such as the Fuji, the English prefer a bit of bracing bite to their fruit. It’s no coincidence that the two varieties England is most famous for are the mouthpuckering Bramley and the scrumptiously tart Cox. Equally, northern France, the Basque region and south-western England all claim cider as their own invention. In truth, the history of apple-based booze goes way beyond borders and back in time to some of our earliest Stone Age communities.

Above all, the apple is a symbol of humankind’s resourcefulness. Traders scrumped them as they trudged along the Silk Road, colonists planted apples to survive, sailors and sea captains kept their spirits up with cider and apple pies, and countries fell back on their fruit when wars broke out. And now, thanks to the globalisation of the food market, anyone, anywhere can eat an apple a day regardless of whether it’s in season or not. This convenience, however, has come at a cost. As we’ll discover later, we are in danger of losing the sheer breadth and biodiversity of a species that evolved millions of years ago and branched into thousands of different, delicious varieties. The National Fruit Collection at Brogdale, Kent, currently boasts over two thousand different kinds of apple tree. And yet, across the world, the number of varieties available to buy in supermarkets can be counted on the fingers of one hand and reflects virtually nothing of this fruit’s remarkable local distinctiveness.

But first, to understand how we got there we need to go back to the beginning, and the temptations of the real Garden of Eden…


1

Hunting for Apples
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Nikolai Vavilov’s diaries read like the adventures of Indiana Jones. Only it wasn’t golden treasures Vavilov was seeking, but wild plants.

Vavilov was born at the end of the nineteenth century in Russia, the grandson of a penniless, indentured peasant. His grandfather had scraped a living off the land and known nothing but hunger and failed harvests. As a young student at the Moscow Agricultural Institute, Vavilov had shown enormous promise and, inspired by his family’s bitter experience, turned his considerable brain to solving one of science’s holy grails – how to enable the world to produce more food. Fascinated by plants’ innate ability to fight disease, he set about hunting for vigorous, naturally resistant strains of the cultivated crops humans relied on. If Vavilov could find these growing wild in nature, and breed them back in his laboratory, farmers could look forward to healthier seedlings, better yields and, ultimately, a world of agricultural plenty.

These super-immune plants, Vavilov believed, would be found in those remote corners of the world where history’s fruit, vegetables and cereals had first evolved and become domesticated. In his 1926 book, Studies on the Origin of Cultivated Plants, Vavilov had proposed that each farmed plant – be it a peach or a stem of wheat – had a place of genesis; if this location could be found, he argued, it would turn out to harbour the highest number of wild relatives and genetic variations of the plant in question, a source of almost infinite opportunities for improving the world’s larder.

His search took him all over the world. From South America to Spain, Afghanistan to Africa, Vavilov bound­ed tirelessly across five continents, squirrelling away a vast collection of seeds and samples from all kinds of plants. In July 1929, at the age of forty-one, Vavilov arrived in Central Asia, a tumultuous region where western China now rubs up against Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. This is a part of the world characterised by rich river valleys and terrifically long mountain ranges clad in ice and snow. The high altitudes and isolated basins also produce a wide variety of local climates and environmental conditions – from lifeless stony slopes to rich herbaceous meadows, vast inland lakes to frozen summits. There, for millennia, diverse forms of plant life had flourished.

For nearly two months, Vavilov, his friend and fellow botanist Professor Popov and their small team of guides struggled across the difficult landscape. Almost everything that could go wrong did. Crossing a violently churning river, Vavilov’s packhorse was dragged under the water by the strong current, taking Vavilov, his instruments and documents with it. At another, Vavilov and his crew were forced to wade arm-deep, in the darkness, for an exhausting two kilometres before reaching safety. Their quest also took them through miles of abandoned cemeteries, ‘dens for dogs and jackals’,1 and past border checkpoints with guards sky-high on opium. At one point, Popov even managed to get himself squashed when a cart tipped over, badly breaking his leg.

Vavilov’s diaries talk of lighter moments too: of sitting down to Chinese banquets laden with sparrows’ wings and lotus seeds; drinking competitions with local officials, downing glassfuls of brandy and watching as sozzled dignitaries ‘almost imperceptibly slipped under the table’.2 Vavilov, ever the risk-taker, sneaks into illegal opium dens to buy pipes and drugs; on one occasion he is caught red-handed by the local police and forced to return his stash, only to buy more from a customs official at the border.

By the beginning of September, after battling their way over snow-covered passes, ‘stiff with cold and teeth chattering’,3 and losing two more horses, Vavilov and his team finally descended into the warmer foothills of the Tian Shan mountains. He was heading for the ancient settlement of Alma-Ata, now Almatya in Kazakhstan. The name of the city gave a clue to its bounty – alma in Kazakh means apples – but as Vavilov climbed down the slopes, he couldn’t believe his eyes. Stretching out across vast areas of the valley below was a forest. But not just any forest. There, great swathes of wild apple trees, heavy with ripe fruit and their perfume, reached as far as the eye could see.

Vavilov could barely contain his excitement. ‘Thickets of wild apples stretch out through an extensive area around the city and along the slopes of the mountains,’ he scribbled, ‘here and there forming a real forest.’ In Vavilov’s experience, wild apples – or ‘crab apples’ as they’re often called – were always small, hard and sour. Crab apple trees usually grow in ones or twos, peeking out of hedgerows and woodland edges. But here, thriving in this remote corner of Central Asia, was an entire forest, bearing a kaleidoscope of apples of different sizes, shapes and tastes. Some were small and bitter, just like the crab apples of home, but many others were almost as large and wondrously sweet as an orchard apple, straight from a greengrocer’s display.

Branches were laden with an astonishing array of apples of different colours: blushing pinks, ruby reds, yellowy greens. Finding such a diversity of wild apples bearing an uncanny resemblance to the cultivated apple, in just one isolated location, led Vavilov to a bold conclusion. All modern apples must be able to trace their origins to these ancestral wild apples growing in the Tian Shan mountains. And, even though there was a huge variety of forms and colours, Vavilov was convinced they all belonged to one ancient species. He was in no doubt: ‘We could see with our own eyes that here we were in a remarkable centre of origin of apples.’4

This remarkable species of wild apple had, as it happens, already been named years earlier. At the end of the eighteenth century a little-known German plant explorer, Johann August Carl Sievers, had scoured the region searching for, of all things, medicinal rhubarb. In his wanderings, he discovered and made note of the Tian Shan wild apple forests but died suddenly before he could name the new species. Four decades later, the botanist Carl Friedrich von Ledebour named the Central Asian wild apple ‘sieversii’ in his honour.

But was Vavilov right? Was the Tian Shan wild apple, ‘Malus sieversii’, the grandmother of all modern apples? It would be half a century after Vavilov’s adventures before science could test his theory. Collaborative field trips by intrepid botanists from Central Asia, America and Europe confirmed the uncanny morphological similarities between modern orchard apples and Malus sieversii but it would take testing at a genetic level to answer the question once and for all. In 2017, an ambitious research project compared the genetic make-up of over a hundred different apples from twenty-four wild and cultivated species.5 Genomic sequencing allowed the researchers to dig deep into the apples’ DNA to see how different species were related, if at all. And the result? The Malus sieversii from the Tian Shan mountains in Kazakhstan was, indeed, the ancestor of all modern apples.

Digging into the genome of the apple also sprang some extra surprises, but more on those in Chapter 2. In the meanwhile, it was important for scientists to answer the obvious question raised by the findings of the DNA study. If all modern apples are genetically related to an obscure and isolated wild species in the Tian Shan mountains, how on earth did it get there in the first place?
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Apples are ‘pomes’, fruits that consist of a central core of tiny seeds surrounded by a delicious outer layer of flesh. They also belong to the rose family, Rosaceae. Within the Rosaceae family exist thousands of different species – from trees to flowers – but also a veritable fruit salad of tempting ingredients including cherries, peaches, strawberries, plums, quinces and pears. Part of the Rosaceae family also includes the genus Malus, ‘the apples’, a handsome group of around three or four dozen deciduous trees and shrubs that includes the modern cultivated apple (Malus domestica) – also known as the ‘orchard apple’ – and over twenty different species of wild crabb apple.

Wild crab apples have a wide but patchy distribution across the northern hemisphere, from Asia, across Europe and west into North America. Different species of wild crab apple are native to different geographic areas: the European crab apple, Malus sylvestris, hails from eastern, central and western Europe; the Siberian crab apple, Malus baccata, is found in, unsurprisingly, Siberia and South Asia; Malus orientalis, or the Caucasian crab apple, belongs to Turkey, Iran and the South Caucasus; while Malus coronaria, or sweet crab apple, is one of only four species of wild apple native to North America.

Central and southern China, however, have an unusually generous number of wild crab apples – three-fifths of the world’s entire species. And it’s here that, around 12 million years ago, scientists believe the Malus genus evolved, producing the world’s first crab apple – a grape-sized, hard, sour fruit with a long stalk. It’s not certain how and when wild crab apples spread from their Chinese homeland into North America, Europe and other regions in the northern hemisphere. In the 12 million years since the Malus genus emerged, Earth has experienced numerous cycles of global freezing and warming. During these glacial and interglacial periods, wild crab apple populations seem to have expanded and contracted with the climate, and perhaps only reached certain parts of the world after the end of the last Ice Age, around 11,000 years ago.

A case in point is the European crab apple, Malus sylvestris, one of the most studied of the wild apples. Research into its genetics shows that around 22,000 years ago, during the last ‘glacial maximum’ when ice sheets advanced to cover large parts of the Earth’s surface, the species survived in pockets of southern Europe, only colonising – or perhaps recolonising – northern Europe when the climate began to improve.6

One ancient species of wild crab apple, however, hit the evolutionary jackpot. At least 5 million years ago, seeds from this tiny fruit are thought to have travelled north-west from China and landed in the Tian Shan mountains. They are likely to have been carried by the azure-winged magpie – a petite, arguably prettier version of our own European magpie. Whether this greedy bird ate the pips or flew with them stuck to its body isn’t clear, but it did this particular wild fruit an enormous favour.

The Tian Shan mountains turned out to be a Garden of Eden. Unlike the rest of Europe and North America, because of the peculiarities of its location much of the Tian Shan region has been protected from glaciations. The far-reaching influence of the Indian Ocean, with its constant warming monsoons, has kept the lower slopes and valleys ice free for millions of years. The mountains are also blessed with turbulent geology – a tectonic hotspot where the ground is constantly shifting, exposing fault lines and new layers of fertile soil, the perfect conditions for seeds and young plants to thrive. Unaffected by the worst effects of glaciations, the Tian Shan’s flora and fauna continued to evolve while freezing glaciations wiped out or severely diminished many species elsewhere, including the wild apple. In the Tian Shan’s ‘ecological refuge’, the ancestors of an impressive range of plants found a comfortable home. Many of the world’s most temptingly delicious fruits and nuts evolved in this fertile cauldron – apricots, pears, pomegranates, figs, cherries, pistachios, plums, walnuts, mulberries and, the hero of our story, apples.

From its unpromising beginnings, the wild apple of Tian Shan seems to have ballooned into an unusually large and juicy fruit, much larger than other crab apple species and only a little smaller than the modern cultivated apple. The evolutionary pressures that transformed the size and taste of the wild apple in this bountiful Eden aren’t fully understood. Scientists, however, suspect that large mammals, some of which are now extinct, such as wild horses, large deer and other mega-fauna,7 played a key role. In particular, it’s been suggested that the bear, which – as we know from Winnie-the-Pooh – is an animal with an inordinately sweet tooth, transformed the size of the wild apple. Many species of bear are avid fruit eaters. Botanists suspect that a prehistoric species of bear, attracted to the largest specimens hanging in the Tian Shan apple trees, acted as an unwitting agent of natural selection.

In the wild today, certain species of bear consume vast quantities of fruits in preparation for hibernation, and often seek out the biggest, sweetest, most energy-rich pomes. This behaviour has two consequences. The first is that any apple pips excreted by bears’ bottoms have a healthy dose of manure to help them on their way. The second is that any large apples – once they’ve gone through the digestive system of a bear – are more likely to germinate than small ones. This is because smaller apples tend to be swallowed whole, or are only partially chewed. Pips can only germinate once they have been separated from the apple core, a crucial adaption that prevents fallen apples naturally sprouting and outcompeting their parent tree. The pips from larger apples, which would need more chewing and breaking down to swallow, would have been more likely to separate from their core, giving them a higher chance of germinating once they’d passed through the bear’s gut.8

Sometime in the Miocene era (going back 23 to 5 million years ago) the brown bear found its way into the Tian Shan mountains, a place perfectly designed for cave dwellers. ‘The unglaciated slopes below the Tian Shan ice pack are a perfect habitat, particularly where caves are washed out of the softer rocks by the constant flow of meltwater,’ explain Barrie E. Juniper and David J. Mabberley in The Story of the Apple. ‘A slice through a section of the Tian Shan would reveal cavities like the inside of a Gruyère or Emmenthaler cheese.’9 Brown bears would have found the region rich in flora, fish and insects and, after the crab apple’s arrival, would also have gorged themselves on the largest, juiciest wild pomes. ‘Thus, there is, and presumably has been for millions of years’, Juniper and Mabberley continue, ‘positive selection for larger, sweeter fruits.’ In other words, over a vast time span, much longer than in other parts of the world that were scraped clean by repeated glaciations, the special relationship between apple and bear may well have pushed evolution towards the bigger, tastier orchard apple we enjoy today.

Vavilov would have no doubt been tickled pink that so much thought and scientific energy has gone into proving his theory right. And yet, there’s a sad end to his particular tale. After leaving the Tian Shan mountains in 1929, Vavilov carried on his remarkable quest, visiting many places including Japan, Taiwan, Korea and North and South America, collecting plants and seeds as he went. On his travels, true to form, Vavilov tackled venomous spiders, armed gangsters, malfunctioning aeroplanes and many more dangers besides, but little did he know that he was to face his greatest peril when he arrived back home.

By the late 1930s, Vavilov had fallen foul of Stalin’s government and was accused of bourgeois connections, bad science and, worst of all, spying for the West. In 1941, while collecting seeds on Russia’s borders, Vavilov was arrested by the Soviet secret service and sentenced to death. This punishment was later commuted to a twenty-year prison sentence, but Vavilov was transported to a gulag where, given only starvation rations, one of the world’s greatest botanists died after little more than a year. It’s one of science’s most bitter ironies that a man who dedicated his life to working out how to feed the hungry, and who witnessed such natural bounty in his travels, was starved to death by his own countrymen.

APPLE PIE

If you bit into the pastry on a medieval apple pie, there would have been a good chance you’d break a tooth. A ‘cofyn’ or ‘coffyn’ was a stiff pastry pie shell designed primarily to act as an ovenproof dish, to hold ingredients such as apples, rather than to be edible itself. Most were constructed from coarse rye flour and water, sometimes with a little suet, and then dried until they were hard either in an oven or, on a warm day, out in the sunshine. After the contents of the pie were eaten, the cofyn would be thrown away or, if sufficiently squidgy by the end of a juicy meal, given to the house servants. The advantage of having such a tough outer casing and lid meant that both meat and fruit pies could be cooked and kept for weeks, and survive being transported from place to place.

The first mention of an apple pie in the English language comes from The Forme of Cury, written at the end of the fourteenth century but only published as a printed edition four centuries later. This early cookbook includes simple but rather delicious instructions:

For to make tartys in applis
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Tak gode Applys and gode Spycis and Figys and reysons [raisins] and Perys [pears] and wan they are wel ybrayed [ground in a mortar] colourd wyth Safroun wel and do yt in a cofyn and do yt forth to bake wel.

By the sixteenth century, pastry was starting to become an enjoyable and intrinsic part of a meal rather than merely a vessel for ingredients. A Proper Newe Booke of Cokery, published in 1545, was one of the first cookbooks to give the detailed, practical instructions that we recognise in modern recipes today – details such as amounts and cooking times – and was, unusually for the time, directed at a female audience. The inclusion, however, of expensive ingredients in its ‘grene apple pye’ recipe such as ‘Sinemone’ [cinnamon], ‘Gynger’ and ‘Suger’ ensured it was a book strictly for wealthy households:

To make pyes of grene apples
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take your apples and pare them cleane and core them as ye wyll a Quince, then make youre coffyn after this maner, take a lyttle fayre water and half a dyche of butter and a little Saffron, and sette all this upon a chafyngdyshec tyll it be hoate then temper your flower with this sayd licuor, and the whyte of two egges and also make your coffyn and ceason your apples with Sinemone, Gynger and Suger ynoughe. Then putte them into your coffin and laye halfe a dyshe of butter above them and so close your coffin, and so bake them.

The great botanist and explorer Joseph Banks even enjoyed an apple pie on the high seas, thousands of miles from home on Captain Cook’s HMS Endeavour. In August 1768, just before setting sail, Banks’s great friend, the plant collector Dr John Fothergill, had gifted him some scurvy-preventing provisions. For the long voyage, Fothergill had given Banks 2 gallons of concentrated lemon juice, 7 gallons of orange juice and a small cask of lemon juice mixed with brandy. He also added, for good measure, a barrel of fresh apples.d Remarkably, over a year later, the fruit was still edible. On 23 September 1769, Banks wrote in his journal, ‘We also today made a pye of the North American apples which Dr Fothergill gave me, which provd very good.’ Keen not to sound too unpatriotic, however, he added, ‘if not quite equal to the apple pyes which our freinds [sic] in England are now eating, good enough to please us who have been so long deprivd of the fruits of our native Countrey’.10 Only a few days later the Endeavour would finally arrive in New Zealand, the first western ship to reach the islands since the Dutch explorer Abel Tasman over a century before.

A quarter of a century later, over in the US, the country’s first cookbook, American Cookery by Amelia Simmons, was published. Little is known about Simmons, apart from that she was an orphan and was probably employed as a cook, but her groundbreaking 1796 book was the first to incorporate popular, cheap and quintessentially American foods such as cornmeal, squash and pumpkin. The book was also unusually affordable and sold like hot cakes. In it, Simmons included not one but two recipes for spiced apple pie, one open and one with a flaky shortcrust pastry top:

Apple pie
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Stew and strain the apples, to every three pints, grate the peal of a fresh lemon, add cinnamon, mace, rose water and sugar to your taste – and bake in paste No. 3*. Every species of fruit such as peas, plums, raspberries, black berries may be only sweetened, without spices – and bake in paste No. 3.

A buttered apple pie
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Pare, quarter and core tart apples, lay in paste No. 3, cover with the same; bake half an hour, when drawn, gently raise the top crust, add sugar, butter, cinnamon, mace, wine or rose-water.

*Paste No. 3 To any quantity of flour, rub in three fourths of its weight to butter, rub in one third or half and roll in the rest.

Simmons believed that cultivated apples, which had only arrived on American shores with the first colonists (see Chapter 8), could secure the future of the nation. In her introduction to American Cookery, she explained that planting an apple tree was not only a mark of sound husbandry but was also an act of great social responsibility and patriotism:

Apples […] are highly useful in families, and ought to be more universally cultivated, excepting in the compactest cities. There is not a single family but might set a tree in some otherwise useless spot, which might serve the two fold use of shade and fruit; on which 12 or 14 kinds of fruit trees might easily be engrafted […] how many millions of fruit trees would spring into growth – and what a saving to the union. The net saving would in time extinguish the public debt, and enrich our cookery.11

Amelia’s recipes set in stone traditions that had undoubt­edly been brought across by European immigrants decades earlier, although their efforts often sound more like the ‘cofyns’ of the past than the sweet, crumbly pastry of modern apple pies. Writing in 1758, the Swedish parson Israel Acrelius described the apple pies baked in rural Delaware:

Apple-pie is used through the whole year, and when fresh apples are no longer to be had, dried ones are used. It is the evening meal of children. House-pie, in country places, is made of apples neither peeled nor freed from their cores, and its crust is not broken if a wagon wheel goes over it.12

Apple pie went on to become one of America’s most iconic dishes and a yardstick for national pride – few phrases are as proudly proclaimed as ‘American as apple pie’. Not only does the image of the apple pie feed directly into warm, comforting memories of childhood and rural domesticity, but it has also become intimately linked with ideas about the foundation of modern America, early pioneers and their fight for self-sufficiency. As The New York Times noted in 1902:

Pie is… the secret of our strength as a nation and the foundation of our industrial supremacy. Pie is the American synonym of prosperity. Pie is the food of the heroic. No pie-eating people can be permanently vanquished.13

a The settlement was first mentioned as ‘Almatu’, or ‘apple mountain’, in records from the thirteenth century. The Russian version of the name is Alma-Ata (which has been interpreted as ‘Father of Apples’) but since gaining its independence from the Soviet Union it has the Kazakh name ‘Almaty’, which roughly translates as ‘applelike’ or ‘full of apples’.

b Why are crab apples so called? It’s an interesting question and one that isn’t fully resolved. A word in use in English since at least the fourteenth century, crabbe referred to the wild apple tree and also meant sour or ill-tempered, like its fruit (we still talk about being ‘crabby’). Craobh is an ancient Gaelic word for a tree growing in the wild, which in turn came from the Old Irish cráeb. You can still find place names that reveal its ancient presence – Eilean nan Craobh (‘tree island’) in Argyle and Bute, Scotland, or Leac nan Craobh (‘tree ledge’) on the Isle of Skye. Another possibility is that it could come from a long-lost shared word that gave us scrabb in Old Scottish, and skrabba in Swedish and skrabb in Norwegian dialects, all of which mean shrivelled or shrunken, perhaps in reference to crab apples traditionally being used dried (see pages 44–6).

c A chafyngdyshe or chafing dish was a portable, raised dish, heated with charcoal and used for foods that needed cooking gently, away from direct heat, or as a way of keeping food warm.

d Banks was determined not to get scurvy. What caused the disease, however, wasn’t fully understood at the time, although it was thought to relate to diet (see pages 19–22). After only a few months at sea, four members of the crew, including Banks, were starting to show worrying signs of the illness – his gums had swelled and ‘some small pimples rose on the inside of the mouth’. Banks quickly rushed to use his private supply of the lemon juice and brandy ‘cocktail’, glugging 6 fluid ounces a day of the stuff. The effect was almost immediate and within a week his symptoms had gone. To keep himself healthy Banks also ate ‘sour-crout [sauerkraut] constantly’ and enjoyed as many fresh vegetables and fruits, including raw onions, as could be procured at foreign ports. Ironically, the ascorbic-acid rich apples – which he so enjoyed in a ‘pye’ – would have lost most of their vitamin C content in the baking. (Source: Kodicek, E. H. and Young, F. G., ‘Captain Cook and Scurvy’, Notes and Records of the Royal Society of London, 24, 1 (1969), pp. 43–63.)
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Westward Ho!
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Homer’s Odyssey doesn’t scrimp on excitement. This epic poem, written around 700 BC, tells the story of Odysseus, king of Ithaca, and his arduous ten-year voyage home after the gruelling Trojan War. It’s a ripping yarn, full of shipwrecks, one-eyed monsters and endless deeds of derring-do. But for those us of interested in the delectable history of the apple, one key moment is particularly fascinating.

Odysseus finds himself at the court of King Alcinous, ruler of the mythical Phaeacian people. The palace is a place of unimaginable wealth and bounty, with bronze walls that shine ‘like the sun’ and a utopian garden, where fruit grows all year round. There, within a courtyard is a ‘great orchard of four acres, and a hedge runs about it on either side. Therein grow trees, tall and luxuriant, pears and pomegranates and apple-trees with their bright fruit, and sweet figs, and luxuriant olives… pear upon pear waxes ripe, apple upon apple, cluster upon cluster, and fig upon fig.’1 It’s a mouth-watering scene, and an important one, as this is possibly the earliest written description of the cultivated apple in western literature.

So how did a wild apple, supersized by prehistoric bears, make its way out of the foothills of Kazakhstan and travel west? To say that tracing its journey out of Central Asia is tricky is to make a monumental understatement. Finding archaeobotanical remains – such as ancient pips or other bits of apple – is like the proverbial needle in a haystack. Apples decay quickly – their remains often only survive under exceptional circumstances, such as being frozen, charred or buried in waterlogged soil. Numerous excavations of the Tian Shan mountains, for example, have uncovered, so far, only one ancient apple pip.2

To understand how the apple escaped from its homeland, therefore, we need to expand our scope and think about the people who historically made the Tian Shan region their home. For thousands of years Kazakhstan was occupied by mobile pastoralists, small-scale communities who lived by constantly herding their animals through the landscape. This nomadic life was perfectly suited to the mountains – animals such as sheep and cattle could be led up to the cool, high-altitude pastures in the heat of summer, and then come back down to the valley floor when the weather turned cooler. Families would supplement their diets with foraged wild fruits and seeds, and anything they could successfully hunt, but life was essentially one long, neverending ramble. Indeed, the ‘kaz’ part of Kazakhstan comes from their verb ‘to roam’.

Sometime around the third millennium BC, and very possibly earlier, a different kind of pastoralism started to emerge in Central Asia.3 Rather than constantly living on the hoof, extended families began to have two or three camps between which they rotated depending on the time of year. Summer camp was usually at a high altitude, winter’s at a low altitude, with a spring/autumn camp somewhere in between, usually in the mild foothills. One of the consequences of staying in one place for any length of time, when it first emerged, was that it allowed transhumant people to experiment with growing their own food. Farming and a transhumant life may seem uneasy bedfellows – after all, how do you grow crops if you don’t stay anywhere very long – but it seems this arrangement could work quite well. These early ‘agro-pastoralists’ may have sown seeds at their spring camp in the foothills, moved further up the mountain for summer, then returned in early autumn to harvest their crops. Or, they could have sown fast-growing plants at the very beginning of summer, which could be picked before moving on to their autumn base.4

It’s interesting to speculate, therefore, that the large, juicy, wild apple of the Tian Shan region, which ripened in the autumn and could be stored for weeks, would have been the perfect crop for transhumant groups to exploit. It’s perhaps no coincidence that Malus sieversii also traditionally grows in the foothills of the Tian Shan mountains, the ideal altitude for their autumn camp. The results from genetic analysis seem to support this idea or, at least, narrow down the date and place of the domestication of the apple to between 10,000 and 4,000 years ago.5 Dr Robert Spengler, principal investigator on the EU-funded ‘Fruits of Eurasia: Domestication and Dispersal Project’, refined the timeframe even further: ‘Ultimately the covenant between humans and crab-apples (entered into some five thousand years ago between prehistoric Central Asians and a wild population of M. sieversii) led to one of the most profitable and widespread fruiting tree species on the planet.’6

The domestication of crops, through time and space, has involved enterprising individuals collecting wild seeds and planting them in the hope that more of the same crop will grow. But wild apples are a slippery fruit to tame. If you plant a peach stone in the ground, chances are it’ll grow into a tree that bears fruit very similar to its parent. If you plant an apple pip, however, it’s unlikely that you’ll end up with a tree that bears identical fruit. Thanks to the way apples reproduce themselves, you simply don’t know what you’re going to get. Planting an apple seed is horticultural roulette – the apple’s genetics are so diverse that pips from even the same apple can grow into markedly different varieties. Some will be delicious, others not so much. Some healthier than their parents, some worse. Some will grow into tall trees, others short.

It’s a fantastic evolutionary strategy for the apple, helping it adapt to different environments and resist disease. But it’s a nightmare for anyone wanting to cultivate apples. To create a new variety, today’s apple breeders must cross-pollinate the flowers of specific apple varieties they like the look of and then plant the seeds to see what grows. It can take hundreds or even thousands of crosses, and waiting to see what kind of apple trees these produce, to find a desirable result. Then, once breeders have found a variety that tastes and looks great, the only way to grow more identical apples is to clone it. This is done by a technique called ‘grafting’, where a bud or twig – called a ‘scion’ – from the desired apple tree is joined onto the stem of another apple tree. The stem has a well-developed root system so is called a ‘rootstock’ – the rootstock and the scion then grow as a single plant.

Whether the early apple growers of Central Asia knew the techniques of grafting isn’t clear. Dates for the beginnings of grafting are thrown around with great confidence but with very little evidence. Some experts believe the Chinese had already mastered the horticultural craft well before 2000 BC, using it to propagate native fruits such as pomegranates and jujube, while others point to Mesopotamia (modern-day Iraq) and pictorial references that may or may not show the possibility of grafting grape vines around the same time. It’s not impossible that our Tian Shan apple growers picked up the art of grafting, possibly from observing trees naturally grafting together in the wild. This process is called inosulation, and sometimes happens when the branches or roots of two compatible trees accidentally rub together and join over a period of time.

If they didn’t know how to graft apple trees, however, what other options would our ancient apple growers have had? A number of ideas have been proposed. The wild Malus sieversii is fortunate, and unusual among orchard apples, in that it often throws up suckers at its base, identical baby trees that grow from its horizontal roots. Digging up these suckers, each with its own tiny root system, would have allowed nascent ‘apple farmers’ in the Tian Shan region to transplant and grow the most inviting specimens. Alternatively, transhumant populations might have played the numbers game and planted thousands of pips from the wild apples they found in the Tian Shan fruit forests, hoping that at least some would sprout into fruitful, tasty varieties. It’s even possible that these early apple growers simply marked and tended to the wild apple trees with the biggest and tastiest apples and cut down the poor performers, to make way for other newly domesticated crops.

Whichever way the apple was tamed, it wasn’t long before it made its escape. The genetic testing that revealed the wild apple Malus sieversii of Kazakhstan to be the grandmother of all modern orchard apples also revealed the next stepping-stone in the fruit’s story – the accidental smuggling of the apple out of Central Asia by early traders and their pack animals.7
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The ‘Silk Road’ was a vast network of trade routes that spanned more than four thousand miles. Between the middle of the second century BC and the fifteenth century, it managed an almost unimaginably impressive feat – linking China with the Middle East and southern Europe – and allowed a lively exchange of goods, ideas and even people across all the lands that connected them. Despite its name, goods of all kinds hopscotched their way along the roads, via traders and middlemen, through China, Mongolia, Persia, India, Central Asia and the Mediterranean. From the east came silk, of course, but also precious gems, porcelain, spices, paper, gunpowder and many other exotic luxuries. In exchange, horses from the steppes of Central Asia, glassware from Rome, furs, textiles and other manufactured goods all found their way back to China.

Even before the beginning of the ‘official’ Silk Road, however, many of its routes had their origins in even more ancient trackways. Nomads and transhumant herders used familiar paths through familiar places for thousands of years, relying on hard-won local knowledge and generations of experience. Historians now think that these routes would have also been followed by very early traders, well before the second century BC. Tiny fragments of Chinese silk, for example, have been found in graves in both Germany and Greece and suggest long-distance trade was already up and running by at least the fifth century BC. The oldest evidence, however, of goods flowing west from China is spectacularly early – strands of Chinese silk were found in the hair of an Egyptian mummy and confidently dated to 1000 BC, over eight centuries earlier than the traditional beginning of the Silk Road story. And, if the silk trade can take us back three thousand years, it seems that cereals were exchanged across vast distances even earlier than that. Much earlier. New archaeological research suggests that mobile pastoralists from many parts of Asia were exchanging seeds from domesticated crops as early as the third millennium BC,8 just around the time the apple was first being cultivated in the Tian Shan region.

Researchers now believe that this ancient network of nomadic and trading routes encouraged the Malus sieversii in Kazakhstan to spread its wings. Both people and pack animals travelling and bartering goods through the region would have eaten local apples and then discarded or deliberately planted the pips further down the route. Many of these pips would, in time, have sprouted and grown into yet more apple trees. The fruits of the best and biggest of these new trees would then be scrumped by passers-by and their caravans of camels, horses and donkeys, and the process repeated again and again, over long stretches of time and wider expanses of territory. Many varieties of apples also keep for weeks, stored in cool, dry conditions – some apples would undoubtedly have been carried hundreds of miles from their place of picking, before being finally eaten and their seeds discarded.

As Malus sieversii apple trees sprouted up along the trade routes that traversed Central Asia towards Europe, they didn’t grow in isolation but cross-pollinated with other species of wild crab apple growing nearby. As the apple hitchhiked slowly west, it mixed with the Siberian crab apple (M. baccata), the Caucasus crab apple (M. orientalis) and, eventually, the European crab apple (M. sylvestris). Interestingly, rather than impair the quality of Malus sieversii, these wild crab apple species contributed valuable traits, ones that we still look for in an apple today. Whether it was flavour, texture, disease resistance, capacity for storage, climate adaptation or early/late ripening, these wild crab apples boosted the Tian Shan apple’s ability to thrive in different locations and enhanced its appeal to potential growers. For example, when the European crab apple, Malus sylvestris, hybridised with the ancient Malus sieversii lineage, it produced an apple that kept its large fruit size but gained a firmer, crisper texture. It also gained a better, slightly acidic flavour which we still prefer to the soft-textured, overly sweet original. Indeed, if you slice into a modern orchard apple – genetically speaking – you’ll find a fruit that is about 50 per cent Malus sieversii, 20 per cent Malus sylvestris and the remaining 30 per cent a mouth-watering mystery.9

Some of the earliest evidence we have for the newly domesticated apple, outside its Central Asia homeland, comes from ancient Sumerian texts. Sumerian civilisation emerged in the floodplains between the Tigris and the Euphrates rivers (modern-day Iraq and Syria). From the middle of the third millennium BC the Sumerians started to keep detailed tallies of the food they grew and traded. When it comes to fruit, four species get a repeated mention: figs, dates, grapes and apples or ‘hašhur’. The apple is mentioned both as a fresh fruit and in its dried form, threaded onto strings (see Dried Apples, page 44), a method of preserving fruit still popular in the region today.

Apples and other dried fruit were also deeply embedded in Sumerian ideas of luxury and abundance. When the British archaeologist Leonard Woolley uncovered the lavish tomb of Queen Puabi, who was buried in the Royal Cemetery in the city of Ur around 2600 BC, her grave goods celebrated not wars or conquests but the agricultural bounty of her empire. Her spectacular gold headdress and headband dripped with beads and ornaments fashioned into leaves, flowers, bunches of dates and clusters of tiny golden apples. For good measure, a string of dried apple halves was also placed by her side as sustenance for her heavenly journey.10

Further north-west, and a thousand years later, the Hittites, who lived in what is now Turkey, also embraced the new orchard apple. Indeed, the fruit seems to have been valuable enough to warrant a mention in Hittite laws, called the ‘Code of the Nesilim’, which were laid down around 1500 BC. One rule made it crystal clear that anyone guilty of deliberately torching an orchard would be heavily fined, regardless of their social standing:

[If] anyone sets [fire] to a field, and the fire catches a vineyard with fruit on its vines, if a vine, an apple tree, a pear tree or a plum tree burns, he shall pay 6 shekels of silver for each tree. He shall replant. And he shall look to his house for it. If it is a slave, he shall pay 3 shekels of silver for each tree.11

But it was in the Achaemenid Persian empire, which enjoyed over two centuries of regional dominance from 550 BC, that the ‘enjoyment and celebration of the fruit reached its ancient climax’.12 Under the able leadership of Cyrus the Great, the Persians conquered great swathes of the Near East, creating an empire that, at its height, reached as far as Turkey in the west and the borders of India in the east. Much of what we know about Persian horticulture comes from something called the ‘Fortification Tablets’. In 1933, archaeologists stumbled upon tens of thousands of clay tablets written in the early days of the Achaemenid empire, many of which documented the remarkable complexity of the Persian administration. Officials and accountants scratched into wet clay minute details of the empire’s trade, taxation and food, and their subsequent redistribution to both leaders and civilians. Fruit tree planting was high on the agenda – numerous tablets record the enormous numbers of young saplings destined for important gardens. One tablet alone mentions over six thousand trees planted in five locations; of the ten types of fruit mentioned in this one record, three make up more than 90 per cent of the total: apple, pear and a fruit called karukur, which linguists suspect is probably pomegranate.

A rare, first-hand account of a Persian garden comes from the Greek historian and man of action Xenophon, who was in Persia in 401 BC. Xenophon found himself in charge of a vast army of Greek mercenaries who had been employed by Cyrus the Younger to snatch the Persian throne from his older brother. The campaign was an unmitigated disaster, but Xenophon learned plenty about the Persian landscape in the process, which later appeared in his work Oeconomicus, a rich and informative discussion on household management and agriculture. Of Persian gardens, he noted that the king rightly paid as much attention to cultivation as he did to war: ‘nowhere among the various countries which he inhabits or visits does he fail to make it his first care that there shall be orchards and gardens, parks and “paradises”, as they are called, full of all fair and noble products which the earth brings forth’.13

The Persian king’s vision was of a spiritual sanctuary, an earthly representation of heaven separated from the harsh landscape beyond the walls; there, water flowed, order reigned, perfume filled the air and trees fruited in abundance. The locals called these enclosed fruit gardens, with their boughs heavy with sweet apples, ‘pairidaeza’, a literal marriage of pairi (around) and daeza (wall). It’s a word we still use today without realising its origins. The Persians, with their gardens full of ripe, sweet apples, had invented ‘paradise’.

DRIED APPLES

While Queen Puabi of Ur was being sent to the afterlife with a string of dried apples as a snack (page 41), over in northern Europe, early farmers were also making the most of desiccated fruit.

The Neolithic period in Britain stretched roughly from 4000 BC to 1700 BC. It’s a period synonymous with the introduction of agriculture but hunting and gathering also remained important ways of finding a meal. Archaeologists have discovered numerous sites where local people utilised the nutritional benefits of wild crab apples. From the charred remains of campfires and middens, researchers found evidence of how early farmers made the sour fruit palatable. In all likelihood, Neolithic cooks would split the crabs in half and slowly dry them. This had the effect not only of concentrating the sugars, making them sweeter, but also acted as a method of preservation for consumption later in the harsh months ahead.

Going even further back in time, before the advent of farming, hunter-gatherers also seem to have been eating crab apples and, remarkably, manipulating their environment to make more crab apple trees grow. In a technique archaeologists call ‘wild food husbandry’, communities would deliberately set fires to clear forest floors of debris, opening them up to sunlight and nourishing the soil. This would allow certain tree and shrub species to spring up and thrive; charcoal remains at sites such as Goldcliff, near Newport, suggest that 7,500 years ago Mesolithic families were doing this to encourage the growth of edible plants such as hazelnuts, raspberries and crab apples.

We can also look to modern-day hunter-gatherers for techniques that might have been historically used to preserve the crab apples. Some indigenous communities in North America, for instance, mash crab apples, press them into small patties and then dry them for consumption later. Other ‘recipes’ include cutting them into thin slices and hanging them on twine to air-dry, like Queen Puabi’s apple rings; drying them in a basket suspended over embers; or squashing them and slowly drying them with heated stones. We can also look to early cookbooks for inspiration. Sir Hugh Plat’s Delightes for Ladies (1600), a book of household tips and recipes, offered guidance on a wide range of personal, domestic and culinary activities – from dyeing your own hair to preserving fruits, and making your own cosmetics to cooking for friends. Written in the final years of the sixteenth century, his technique for drying apples was as old as time itself:

How to keepe apples, peares, quinces, wardensa &C. All the yeare, drie
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Pere them, take out the coares, and slice them in thinne slices laying them to drie in the Sunne in some stone or metalline dishes, or upon high frame covered with course canvas, now and then turning them, and so they will keepe all the yeare.14

Desiccated apples could be used in any number of dishes, both sweet and savoury. They could either be added dry, like raisins or sultanas, soaked to rehydrate them or gradually brought back to life with slow cooking. In the 1870s, the American writer Joseph Cowan’s What to Eat, and How to Cook It extolled the virtues of the humble dried pome. Cowan was worried about his fellow countryman’s diet, especially the problem of adulterated food and the dangers of a ‘sickly and unenjoyable life’. Dried apples were about as wholesome and useful a food as he could imagine:

Dried apples, when they have been made of good fruit and carefully prepared, are very nice – really much richer, when gently stewed till perfectly tender, than the fresh fruit. They make good puddings with sago and tapioca, as well as with bread, lemon, and Zante currants.

For stewed sauce, a fine variety can be obtained by putting with them quinces, green grapes, and rhubarb, either canned or fresh, and lemon pulp; and some use prune, raisins, and other fruits, both domestic and foreign. Sweet dried apples, usually so hard to dispose of, go off briskly when stewed with cranberries, rhubarb, and other sour articles, when nice dried apples can be had.

One type of dried apple, however, captured the imagination more than most. Biffins were a semi-dried apple, squashed into the shape of a crumpet, creating a large, chewy treat. Boxes of biffins were sent as Christmas gifts, layers separated by paper and skins ‘glistening and moist, the inside resembling a rich, dark preserve’.15 The English food writer Eliza Acton described how to make these appley cushions in Modern Cookery for Private Families, published in 1845, but people often bought them from bakers, who would cook biffins in their slowly cooling bread ovens after the morning’s bread was done:

Dried Norfolk biffins
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The Norfolk biffin is a hard and very red apple, the flesh of the true kind being partially red as well as the skin. It is most excellent when carefully dried; and much finer we should say when left more juicy and but partly flattened, than it is when prepared for Bale.b Wipe the apples, arrange them an inch or two apart, and place them in a very gentle oven until they become so much softened as to yield easily to sufficient pressure to give them the form of small cakes of less than an inch thick. They must be set several times into the oven to produce this effect, as they must be gradually flattened, and must not be allowed to burst: a cool brick oven is best suited to them.

Few foods so typified Victorian indulgence as the sweet, sticky biffin. Charles Dickens was particularly fond of them. In A Christmas Carol he tempted the reader with ‘Norfolk Biffins, squab and swarthy, setting off the yellow of oranges and lemons, and, in the great compactness of their juicy persons, urgently entreating and beseeching to be carried home in paper bags and eaten after dinner’. They also made an appearance in Martin Chuzzlewit and his short story Boots at the Holly-tree Inn. Dickens even used the squashed, sticky apple as an inspired metaphor in Dombey and Son, a reference now lost on many modern readers. In it, he writes of a young man whose:

learning, like ill-arranged luggage, was so tightly packed that he couldn’t get at anything he wanted […] The fruit laboriously gathered from the tree of knowledge by this latter young gentleman, in fact, had been subjected to so much pressure, that it had become a kind of intellectual Norfolk Biffin, and had nothing of its original form or flavour remaining.

The origin of the word ‘biffin’ isn’t clear. Norfolk Biffins, the apples used to make our sweet treat, were also called Beefings, possibly because of their resemblance to meat once cooked. An earlier name for the fruit, however, was ‘Beaufin’ meaning ‘good end’ in French, which not only suggests a continental origin for the apple but also an appreciation of its late ripening.16

a A hard pear only made edible by cooking. The name comes from the Anglo-Norman word warder, meaning ‘to keep or preserve’, and the fruit was famed for its ability to be successfully stored throughout winter.

b It’s not certain to what ‘Bale’ Acton is referring, but a balefire was a large outdoor bonfire usually lighted as a signal or celebration (perhaps Bonfire Night?).
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Apples of Love
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No one enjoyed a dinner party more than Plutarch. Few subjects, it seems, were too esoteric for this convivial Greek philosopher and his friends. These fascinating and boozy prandial conversations, which were later published as Table Talk or Quaestiones convivales, covered everything from philosophy to natural science, literature to social mores.

Among the more unusual subjects up for discussion – which included why Pythagoreans avoid fish and how pebbles make water feel cooler – Plutarch posed the question ‘Why do poets call apples the “fair fruit”?’ His friend, the physician Trypho, suggested that it was because apple trees might be small and ugly but bore surprisingly handsome and generously sized fruit. Another guest gushed: ‘As to the touch, it is smooth and clean, so that it makes the hand that toucheth it odorous without defiling it; it is sweet to the taste, and to the smell and sight very pleasing.’ Plutarch, running with the theme, added that poets seemed to like the apple’s tendency to flourish and blossom with great ease, just like a well-written verse, and that the apple was superior because you didn’t have to peel it to enjoy it. Topic exhausted, the guests quickly moved on to fig trees and ‘how so luscious and sweet fruit should come from so bitter a tree’.1

The apple had become firmly embedded in Greek culture by the first century AD but just how long had this great civilisation known the fruit? The Greeks had, at least, heard about the apple at least seven hundred years earlier – Homer’s Odyssey, as we already know, mentioned a fantasy garden replete with ‘apple upon apple’. The Greek poet Sappho, who was born around 615 BC, used a sweet variety of apple – the glykymelon – as an erotically charged metaphor in one of her many passionately fruity poems:

As a sweet apple reddens on a high branch at the tip of the topmost bough:

The apple-pickers missed it.

No, they didn’t miss it: they couldn’t reach it.2

Just how many people in Greece were growing apples, however, is difficult to establish as they seem to have been imported from across the empire and beyond. In the fifth century BC the comic poet Hermippus painted a colourful picture of goods flowing into mainland Greek ports from around the world – from Italy came ribs of beef and salt, from Syria fragrant frankincense, Carthage sent its rugs and cushions, while the Greek island of Euboea sent ‘pears and fat apples’.3

In 400 BC, the physician Hippocrates wrote rather haphazardly about the health benefits of the apple, a sign perhaps of his lack of direct experience with the fruit. In his History of Epidemics, he blamed apples for a fatal bout of fever and diarrhoea but attributed another patient’s recovery from delirium to cold apple juice. Apples and cucumbers will give you colic, he insisted, while lentils, sweet apples and greens are inexplicably ‘injurious to the eyes’.4

Only by the fourth century BC do we have any firm evidence of Greece cultivating its own orchard apples, thanks to the brilliant writings of Theophrastus, a friend and pupil of Aristotle. Theophrastus was born around 372 BC on the island of Lesbos and was one of Aristotle’s most gifted students. For many years they worked companionably, spending hours together studying Nature’s wonders first-hand. While most of the world has heard of Aristotle, rather fewer know the works of Theophrastus. Only two of his botanical books have survived – Enquiry into Plants and On the Causes of Plants – but both represented a radical shift in botanical study. For the first time, someone had thought to classify plants according to empirical data – where they grew, how they reproduced and developed, and even their practical uses. This was such a profound departure that Theophrastus is considered by many to be the ‘father of botany’.

Of apples, Theophrastus had plenty to say. He talked about their roots, leaf shape, pips, sap, diseases, blossom and many other physical characteristics, but also made helpful distinctions between wild and cultivated species. Feral and farmed apples, he wrote, have ‘differences in fruit and leaves, and in their forms and parts generally. Most of the wild kinds have no names and few know about them, while most of the cultivated kinds have received names […] for, as many people make use of them, they are led also to study the differences.’5

Theophrastus was aware of the different ways fruit trees could reproduce themselves, including ‘growth from seed, from a root, from a piece torn off, from a branch or twig, from the trunk itself; or again from small pieces into which the wood is cut up’.6 He also highlighted the problem that the earliest farmers must have struggled with. Namely, that cultivated apple pips can produce poor offspring, often no better than wild crabs. Discussing ‘Seedlings of pears and apples’ he noted, ‘pears give a poor sort of wild pears, apples produce an inferior kind which is acid instead of sweet’.7 Theophrastus also explained that the cultivated apple seemed to grow better in the plains than the mountains, and that the ‘sweet’ apple tree is shorter-lived than the ‘sour’ apple. The secrets of apple cultivation had finally been put down in writing.
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The apple’s greatest achievement in ancient Greece, however, was to weave its way into so many of its myths. Dionysus, the god of – among other indulgent pleasures – wine and fruit, was said to have created the apple, which he presented to Aphrodite, the goddess of love and passion. Three apple-themed stories, however, are particularly crucial to Greek legend.

The Labours were a series of fiendishly difficult challenges given to Heracles, greatest of the Greek heroes. His eleventh task was to go to the garden of the Hesperides. There, nymphs guarded a very special apple tree. It had been given to the Olympian gods Hera and Zeus as a wedding present by Mother Nature and bore magical golden apples, three of which Heracles was tasked with stealing. Depending on which version you read, Heracles succeeds in his mission either by slaying a dragon, getting Atlas to steal them for him or by sweet-talking the nymphs into handing the apples over freely.

The same trio of golden apples appears again in the story of Atalanta, a fleet-footed huntress. She refused to marry anyone unless they could beat her in a running race, and those who tried, and lost, paid with their lives. However, one suitor called Melanion asked the love goddess Aphrodite – who looked askance at Atalanta’s aversion to marriage – for help. Aphrodite gave Melanion the three golden apples to distract Atalanta during the race. Every time Atalanta looked like she was going to win, Melanion dropped an apple, which diverted her for long enough for him to catch up. Three apples later, Atalanta had lost the race and Melanion was able to claim her hand in marriage.

Aphrodite also features in the most famous Greek apple tale of all – the tragic ‘Judgement of Paris’. It begins with a wedding organised by Zeus. The goddess Thetis is marrying a mortal, Peleus, and Zeus invites everyone except Eris, the goddess of discord. Eris finds out about the celebration, however, and turns up uninvited to exact her revenge. She throws a golden apple into the ceremony with the words ‘For the most beautiful’ written on it and three goddesses – Hera, Athena and Aphrodite – scramble to claim the fruit. Wary of getting involved in such a heated argument, Zeus asks another mortal, Paris of Troy, to settle the matter by giving the apple to whichever goddess he thinks best deserves it. The three goddesses employ every trick in the book to swing the decision in their favour, including stripping naked, but it’s Aphrodite who wins the apple by offering Paris the love of Helen of Sparta, the most beautiful women in the world. Only one problem: Helen is already married to Menelaus, king of Sparta. Chaos ensues: Paris cuckolds Menelaus, stealing Helen from under his nose; Menelaus assembles a huge army to lay siege to Troy and bring Helen back; the Trojan War rages and within a decade the city of Troy lies in ruins, its men and boys slaughtered, and Paris is dead. All from just one devilishly divisive apple.

The apple and female sexuality were intricately bound together in Greek myth and cultural practice. Explanations as to why this was the case always come back to two features of the apple’s physical appearance – its outward similarity to a woman’s breast and, cut through the core, its resemblance to the vulva. It’s an imaginative stretch but an interesting one. It’s certainly true that the apple is closely linked to Greek ideas about Aphrodite and erotic love. Apples seem to become a well-trodden metaphor for the female bosom in Greek literature – from the suggestive ‘let me give your ripe apples their first lesson’ (Theocritus’ Idylls) to the similes ‘rounded like apples are our breasts’ (Aristophanes’ Assemblywomen) and ‘breasts like Cydonian apples’ (Sophocles’ Tereus).8 Ancient texts such as these and others described courting couples throwing apples at each other as a sign of affection, or kissing an apple, which they then pass between themselves. Throwing the apple signified interest; catching the apple showed acceptance.

Marriage rituals involved apples too. According to the Greek academic and philosopher Strabo, Persian brides were allowed to eat only apples and camel bone marrow before the wedding ceremony, while a husband would gift his new wife an apple on the evening of the big day, in the hope that her words to him would always be sweet.9 The metaphor ‘to pelt with apples’ meant to become enamoured or sexually excited.10 Ancient Greek epigrams – concise poems or witty sayings – reveal the role of the apple in courtship. Two of these, attributed to the philosopher Plato and written in the fourth century BC, show the romantic connotation of apple throwing but also the fleeting nature of love and the human condition:

I throw the apple at you, and if you are willing to love me, take it and share your girlhood with me; but if your thoughts are what I pray they are not, even then take it, and consider how short-lived is beauty.

I am an apple; one who loves you throws me at you. Say yes, Xanthippe; we fade both you and I.11

Ancient Greek sources even talk of love divinations involving pips – apple eaters would attempt to hit the ceiling by squeezing pips between their fingers and firing them up in the air, their success or failure an augury of a forthcoming romance.12 Apple seeds seem to be particularly important, a symbol of the reproductive success of a partnership. The practice of sympathetic magic is as old as humankind itself – the idea that one can take on the qualities of an object or living thing by using or consuming it in some way. And so, just as one person might hope to become brave by eating the heart of a fierce animal, so too it was thought that apple pips might confer fertility. Fruit, at its most basic symbolic level, brought forth fruitfulness. One Greek aphrodisiac, for example, involved the following rather unpleasant recipe: take nine pips from an apple and pound them with hair from a ‘man who has died a violent death’, ‘seven grains of barley’ that have been buried in a grave, ‘the blood of a worm, of a black dog, and of the second finger of your left hand, and some of your own semen’. Then, add this delightful concoction to a cup of wine, ‘make the woman drink it’ – and success in love is guaranteed.13

Roman poets too, used the apple as a metaphor for female sexuality. Catullus, who liked to deploy explicit sexual imagery in his verse, wrote:

As when an apple, sent by a lover secretly to his mistress, falls

from the chaste virgin’s bosom, where she had quite forgotten it;

when, starting at her mother’s coming in, it is shaken out and rolls

over the floor before her eyes, a conscious blush covers her face.14

Apples as a symbol of fertility and long life also appear in Norse traditions. Icelandic sagas from the thirteenth century suggest a ritual where apples were placed in the lap of a person hoping for a child: the Völsunga saga tells the story of a king and queen who pray for a son only to receive the gift of a magic apple from the god Odin. The apple is carried by a winged valkyrie, who drops it into the lap of the king; the king takes the apple home to his wife, who eats it and soon falls pregnant.15 In the poem Skírnismál, which is perhaps three hundred years older than the Völsunga saga, the god of virility, Freyr, sends eleven apples to his intended, Gerðr, as a love token and offer of marriage. In another work, the Prose Edda, the goddess of Spring and eternal youth, Idun, possesses magical apples which ‘the gods love to eat, when they grow old, to become young again’.16

The idea that apples could make someone immortal also helps explain their discovery in the remarkable grave of a Viking queen and her female assistant. When the ninth-century Oseberg Viking ship burial was discovered at the beginning of the twentieth century, a yew-wood bucket, filled with wild apples, was found lovingly placed next to the bodies of two high-status women, a gift – no doubt – to ensure their eternal life. The choice of yewa for the bucket was also significant since that tree was deeply intertwined – like the apple – with notions of death and rebirth.

APPLE SAUCE

Eating a varied diet must have been tricky when food was limited to what grew locally or could be bought at the village market. A fifteenth-century Dutch manuscript, helpfully called Good and Noble Food, gave readers some pointers. Among the recipes are some easy favourites such as vegetable stew and pancakes, but most dishes bear scant resemblance to modern mealtimes. Only the truly adventurous diner would attempt to recreate the cuisine from this 600-year-old manuscript, which includes such delicacies as ‘Swan’s Neck’ and ‘Sheep’s Penis for the Gourmet’. One dish – Appelmoes in de Vastene (‘Apple Sauce in Lent’) – put an unusual spin on the simple delights of puréed apple:

Appelmoes in de vastene
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Take apples, peeled and cut to pieces. Put them in a pot, take the liver of cod or haddock and let this cook with the apples. Stir frequently. Grind saffron finely, and mash it [with the apples]. Temper with almond milk. When it is ready spice it, put it on dishes and sprinkle spices on top.17

In the six weeks running up to Easter, many medieval families would have observed certain fasting rules, abstained from pleasure, and focused on penance and prayer. In the Middle Ages, the rules for fasting were tough and obligatory. Most people were only allowed one meal per day and had to forgo meat, dairy and eggs. They were, however, allowed to eat fish. Cooks were forced to find inventive ways to make the most of few ingredients. ‘Appelmoes’ for Lent does exactly that, slipping the nutritional benefits of fish liver and almonds into an easy-to-digest purée for the whole family. Another recipe, written half a century earlier in the 1430s, makes a similar but sweeter version, calling it ‘A Potage on Ffysdaye [Fishday]’. Translated into modern English it reads:

A potage on ffysdaye
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Take and boil 2 or 3 pared apples and strain them through a strainer with rice flour; then take white wine and strain it with everything; then make sure that it isn’t too thick from the rice flour, then give it a boil; then add sandalwoodb and saffron and check that it is marbled; then take currants and add them in, and enough shredded almonds; and mince dates finely and add them in, and a little honey to make it sweet, or else sugar. Then add mace, cloves, pepper, cinnamon, ginger and enough other spices. Then take pears and boil them a little; then rake them on the coals till they are tender; then chop them into round pieces, and a little before you serve it, put them on the pottage, and so serve them almost flat and not heaped.18

Eating apples in the run-up to Lent would have involved dipping into stores kept from the previous year’s harvest, which were no doubt improved by a good deal of slow cooking, plenty of spices and a sweetener of some kind. Over the course of the year, there are actually three apple harvests depending on the varieties being grown – a mid- to late-summer bounty, an early autumn picking and a late season harvest that can run right into December. The last of these harvests – of late-season apples – produces the best specimens for storing. Kept in the right conditions these ‘winter apples’ can stay edible into late spring. Indeed, the comedy Westward Ho!, written by Thomas Dekker and John Webster and first performed in 1604, used long-stored apples as a suggestive metaphor for life:

Is not old wine wholesomest, old pippins toothsomest, old wood burn brightest, old linen wash whitest? Old soldiers, sweetheart, are surest, and old lovers are soundest.

Apple sauce was often made in batches to furnish the store cupboard and enjoy when fresh fruit wasn’t available. Georgiana Hill’s four-food recipe book How to Cook Potatoes, Apples, Eggs and Fish, published in 1869, covered over a hundred different ways of tackling the pome and was surprisingly global in reach for an Englishwoman who doesn’t seem to have ever travelled abroad. Her recipes included apple curries and chutneys, French confitures and salades de pomme, Persian pilau rice, Swiss apple pie and this sottish, unctuous condiment for the festive season:

Apple sauce to keep for winter use
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Two pails of apples pared, cored and quartered, put them over the fire with two quarts of molasses and sufficient water to cover them. Let them stew gently four or five hours, or until reduced to one-half. When they have boiled two hours, add one pint of the host corn whiskey. When done add cinnamon, or any spice to taste. Put in a stone jar and keep closely covered.19

Another popular version of puréed pome was ‘apple butter’. This was a deeply concentrated concoction made by slow cooking apples in cider until the sauce caramelised into a delectably thick, brown spread. Thought to have originated in Germany or the Low Countries in the Middle Ages, apple butter recipes were carried across to America by immigrants and soon became a staple of colonial communities. Its creation was often a social event, rather like a sewing bee. Folk would gather together to peel, core, slice and then cook the apples, often for ten to twelve hours at a time, constantly stirring the contents in a large copper kettle over an open fire. When it was finally ready, the apple butter could be bottled and kept for months. Recipes and instructions varied across states. The American food writer Eliza Leslie published her own Philadelphian version in 1851:

Apple butter
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Fill a very large kettle with cider, and boil it till reduced to one half the original quantity. Then have ready some fine juicy apples, pared, cored, and quartered; and put as many into the kettle as can be kept moist by the cider. Stir it frequently, and when the apples are stewed quite soft, take them out with a skimmer that has holes in it, and put them into a tub. Then add more apples to the cider, and stew them soft in the same manner, stirring them nearly all the time with a stick. Have at hand some more cider ready boiled, to thin the apple butter in case you should find it too thick in the kettle.

If you make a large quantity (and it is not worthwhile to prepare apple butter on a small scale), it will take a day to stew the apples. At night leave them to cool in the tubs (which must be covered with cloths), and finish next day by boiling the apple and cider again till the consistence is that of soft marmalade, and the colour a very dark brown. Twenty minutes or half an hour before you finally take it from the fire, add powdered cinnamon, cloves, and nutmeg to your taste. If the spice is boiled too long, it will lose its flavour. When it is cold, put it into stone jars, and cover it closely. If it has been well made, and sufficiently boiled, it will keep a year or more.20

Back in England, Jane Austen even got to taste the famous pleasures of this caramelly sauce, which was also known as ‘Black Butter’. Austen wrote to her sister during a Christmas holiday in 1808, detailing the culinary successes of the season:

The last hour spent yawning and shivering in a wide circle round the fire, was dull enough, but the tray had admirable success. The widgeonc and the preserved ginger were as delicious as one could wish. But as to our black butter, do not decoy anybody to Southampton by such a lure, for it is all gone. The first pot was opened when Frank and Mary were here, and proved not at all what it ought to be; it was neither solid nor entirely sweet, and on seeing it Eliza remembered that Miss Austen had said she did not think it had been boiled enough.

The black butter can’t have been too bad, however, as Jane quickly devoured another pot in secret: ‘Such being the event of the first pot, I would not save the second, and we therefore ate it in unpretending privacy; and though not what it ought to be, part of it was very good.’21

a The yew is a robust evergreen, specimens of which have been known to live for centuries, helping to cement the tree’s association with rebirth and longevity. It’s also poisonous. The berries, bark and needles of the yew tree all contain taxine alkaloids, chemicals which induce cardiac arrest even in fairly modest amounts (Celtic warriors were said to dip their spears into yew poison). Despite being a softwood, yew timber is also preternaturally strong and was traditionally used to make weapons and tool handles; indeed, the world’s oldest worked wooden artefact, the Clacton Spear, was made from yew. It’s estimated to be around 400,000 years old and to have been made not by Homo sapiens, but our close cousin the Neanderthal (Homo neanderthalensis).

b Used as a food colouring, powdered sandalwood would turn any dish a pleasing pinky-red.

c A kind of duck, popular as a game bird and table fare.


4

Pert-breasted Apple, Anyone?
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The Romans dreamed up some wonderful names for their apples. Some they called after their places of origin – like the ‘Little Greek’ or the ‘Amerian’ apple from Umbria.a But many they imaginatively christened after each variety’s eye-catching qualities. The naturalist Pliny the Elder, jotting down as many apple varieties as he could remember in the first century AD, included some unusual ones. There was the ‘Sceptian’ apple, a variety named after the freed slave who introduced it, and the ‘Pear-Apple’, from a resemblance to its orchard cousin. The ‘Petisian’ was unusually small, while the ‘Twin’ always grew in a pair. The ‘Ragged Apple’ quickly shrivelled into wrinkles, while the ‘Lung Apple’ swelled ‘in a solid lump’. The ‘Flour Apple’ was ‘a very bad kind’ only redeemed by its early ripening, while the delectable ‘Honey Apple’ mimicked its sugary namesake. The ‘Round Apple’ was, well, very round, the ‘Eunuch Apple’ had no pips and the Orthomastium or ‘Pert-breasted Apple’ clearly spoke for itself.1

The Romans were avid apple growers and cultivated both new and popular, existing varieties. By now grafting had also been refined to such a fine art that multiple kinds of fruit could be spliced onto one single tree. Pliny even boasted, ‘We have seen beside the Falls of Tivoli a tree […] laden with fruit of every kind, nuts on one branch, berries on another, while in other places hung grapes, pears, figs, pomegranates and various sorts of apples; but’, he conceded, ‘the tree did not live long.’b Indeed, Pliny scoffed at his fellow countrymen’s obsession with producing new horticultural wonders: ‘Unless I am mistaken the recital will reveal the ingenuity exercised in grafting, and will show that nothing is so trifling as to be incapable of producing celebrity.’ Well-known families or military leaders would even name varieties after themselves: the Matian apple, for example, after Gaius Matius or the senator’s Cestianc – just two of the thirty or so varieties that Pliny lists.

Apples were also considered the fruit with which to end a meal. The Romans coined the phrase ‘ab ovo usque ad mala’ – ‘from the egg to the apples’ – which described both the proper breadth of a Roman banquet, from appetisers to dessert, but was also used to denote something in its entirety in the same way we use the phrase ‘from start to finish’. A host would be considered remiss if he did not offer apples to his guests and the fruit even made its mark on imperial menus, often as a sign of healthy, wholesome living. Of the cruel and unusual Emperor Domitian, Roman historian Suetonius wrote that he was certainly a man of contrasts. Between bouts of crucifying those who displeased him and endless rounds of concubine bed wrestling, Domitian would enjoy quiet evenings in with an early bath, a small draught of wine and a single Matian apple for supper.2

Writing of Emperor Augustus’ appetites, on the other hand, Suetonius insisted the man was positively saintly. ‘Instead of drinking,’ he penned, ‘he used to take a piece of bread dipped in cold water, or a slice of cucumber, or some leaves of lettuce, or a green, sharp, juicy apple.’ Even the fabulously debauched Nero was told to refrain from eating his favourite fruit when he was attempting to learn how to sing. Suetonius wrote with great glee that a desperate Nero would lie on his back with a slab of lead on his chest, use enemas and emetics to keep his weight down, and refrain from eating apples in the hope it would make him a vocal star. Sadly, for all Nero’s efforts, his voice remained ‘feeble and husky’, although probably no one was brave enough to tell him.3

We can glean something about the apple and its value in wider Roman society from the ‘Edict on Maximum Prices’, an order issued in AD 301 by Emperor Diocletian. By setting down a list of maximum prices for goods and services, Diocletian was attempting to slow down the rampant inflation that beset the empire. For the modern historian, the edict lists a fascinating array of food and wages, including apples and what they should cost. The fruit comes in three categories – best, second-best and small. If you had four denarii to spend at the market, you could buy forty ‘small apples’, twenty second-best or ten of the finest. By comparing the cost of these apples with what else four denarii could buy, apples seem pretty good value, perhaps a reflection of the sheer volume of fruit that was being grown and sold at market. The same money would get you only ten turnips or leeks, 8 ounces of cheese or one pint of beer.

The ‘small apples’ in the third and least expensive category may have been the native sour crab apples, a fruit that didn’t hold much appeal for the Roman elite. Of crab apples, Pliny wrote dismissively: ‘There are also wild apples with little attraction of flavour and an even sharper scent; their special fault is that of horrible sourness, and it is so powerful that it will blunt the edge of a sword.’4 It’s not clear just what proportion of cultivated to wild apples Roman society enjoyed or whether crab apples were seen largely as a lowly peasant food. The Roman poet Juvenal, writing in the first and second centuries AD, made fun of high society’s obsession with the sweetest produce, often couriered at vast expense into town from their country estates: ‘Listen to the menu: no market stuff here […] Signine pears and Syrian pears and apples fresh-scented from their harvest baskets, cured by the autumn chill of any dangerous roughness in their juice.’5

The remains of carbonised plants recovered from sites destroyed by the eruption of Mount Vesuvius in 79 AD also give us valuable and often surprising insights into the kinds of foods that furnished Roman citizens’ tables. It’s remarkable to see the breadth of produce available, at least in those places preserved by the fallout from the volcano. Material uncovered at Pompeii, Herculaneum and Torre Annunziata includes broad beans, hazelnuts, chickpeas, lentils, chestnuts, walnuts, onions, carob, garlic, figs, olives, dates, pine nuts, barley, four types of cereal, almonds, pears, cherries and grapes. And, crucially, both orchard apples and crab apples.6 And, while most of the remains of these apples are tiny pips, just occasionally whole apples, preserved in their entirety by the searing heat, have been uncovered. Over two decades, starting in the 1970s, Wilhelmina Feemster Jashemski, an American archaeologist and specialist in Roman horticulture, excavated the grounds of the seaside Villa Poppaea, near Vesuvius. There, in the back garden, she found an entire, perfectly round, orchard apple under deep layers of ash. It’s delectably ironic that this coastal bolthole was owned by none other than our chanteur Emperor Nero, a man who was trying to avoid apples at all costs.

Roman physicians also prescribed apples for a number of ailments. Pliny, with his characteristic blend of common sense and wild guesswork, suggested sweet apples to ‘relax the stomach’, ‘round apples’ to stop diarrhoea and wild crab apples to give the bowels a thorough purging.7 Celsus, a Roman who confidently compiled De Medicina, an encyclopaedia of pharmacology and surgery, without a jot of medical training, recommended the eminently sensible chewing of ‘apples which are not too ripe’ for mouth ulcers and gum inflammation8 and – slightly less successfully – the use of crushed apples, cabbage leaves and cat’s fat as a poultice. The physician Soranus, who wrote extensively about gynaecology and midwifery, had some interesting suggestions for pregnant women and those in labour: a cream made from boiled apples to rub on the belly, if the ‘stomach is greatly upset and full of fluids’; baked apples for morning sickness; smelling fresh apples to assist labour; eating apples to help a uterine haemorrhage; taking an apple decoction for heavy bleeding; and munching on an apple to ‘revive the labouring woman’.9
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The Romans also seemed to have experimented with different ways of preserving fresh apples, many of which haven’t changed all that much. Pliny recommended harvesting apples on a dry day, just before optimum ripeness, and then keeping them in a cool storeroom on a layer of straw or chaff, with plenty of space for air to circulate between each fruit. The very best apples, he noted, are first coated with a layer of wax, a technique still used today by producers to prevent moisture in the apple escaping and to make the apple look more appealing.

Pliny also mentioned other tricks, some of which attempted to control the humidity and temperature of the stored apple. These including burying apples in sand or storing the fruit in grain. Other techniques involved coating their skin to prevent decay. From dusting individual apples with potter’s chalk to wrapping each fruit in fig leaves, plaster or clay, it’s clear that plenty of thought and energy went into keeping apples edible for weeks if not months. Many of these methods worked so successfully that they were still being recommended 1,800 years later. The New American Gardener, written in 1832, and the go-to book for ambitious pioneers, suggested an almost identical approach:

Apples, it is said, may well be preserved by packing in any kind of grain; also in paper cuttings of the book-binder; or in shallow pits, between layers of turf, the mossy side inwards, with a sufficient covering of straw and earth to protect them from frost; likewise in dry dammed chaff, or pulverized plaster of Paris.10

It’s remarkable to think of apples, stored in this way, being transported huge distances across the Roman empire, filling the fruit bowls of provincial governors and senior military men. We actually know very little about how much fresh fruit was bought and sold across Rome’s territories, mainly because perishable goods leave little trace. However, the dry desert conditions at Berenike, a once-bustling Roman port on the western shore of the Red Sea, have yielded amazing archaeobotanical evidence. Excavations have shown the existence of a maritime trade in a wide range of scrumptious fruits such figs, dates, apricots, plums and peaches, many of which were pickled, dried, salted or kept in syrup to keep them from spoiling. Apples were also shipped widely. Some were dried or preserved in honey, but archaeologists also suspect fresh apples were sent considerable distances because they could be picked and transported over autumn and winter, the coolest months of the year.11

When and how the apple reached British shores isn’t clear. There’s no physical or documentary evidence of apple cultivation from before the Roman invasion in AD 43, but the fruit could have been brought to Britain’s Iron Age communities from mainland Europe decades before this time. From the late second century BC, there was a lucrative trading relationship between the Romans and the Gauls, the Celtic people who occupied the territory that is now France. The Gauls were inordinately fond of Roman wine, olive oil and jewellery; the Romans were happy to buy Gaulish slaves, ham and metals in return. Soon, the ancient Britons also became part of this brisk trading relationship. Wine, metal tableware and coloured glass went north into Iron Age Britain, while tin, gold, slaves, hunting dogs and hides travelled south in return. Evidence of these treasures has been excavated and described in Roman texts but archaeologists suspect that food and other more prosaic goods were also introduced into Britain either from Gaul or through direct trading networks with Rome, including figs, spices, almonds, vines, barrels of garum, or fish sauce, and fabrics.12 There’s a good chance the apple may have been among these perishable imported goods, well before the Roman conquest.

As we know, however, eating and cultivating apples are two different things. Agriculture had already begun to improve during the Iron Age in Britain. Major advances included the rotary quern for grinding corn, new and improved crops, and the introduction of the iron-tipped plough, which allowed the cultivation of heavier and deeper soils. When the Romans arrived, however, they not only supercharged the scale of agricultural production but also introduced a whole host of new tools, crops, fruit and vegetables, as well as skills such as grafting and pruning. It’s difficult to determine when British apple cultivation starts in earnest – the presence of orchard apple seeds on Romano-British archaeological sites could indicate either horticulture or trade – but there are some clues.

A ‘shopping list’ written around AD 100 by a commander stationed at Vindolanda, just south of Hadrian’s Wall in the north of England, asks his slave to procure ‘100 apples – if you can find nice looking ones’.13 It’s not impossible that these apples were shipped at great expense from the continent, but historians believe it’s more likely they would have been grown in the farming hinterland that served the garrison and probably purchased in Coria (now Corbridge), the most northerly town in the Roman empire. The slave was also asked to buy beans, eggs and chickens, which would also have been locally produced. It’s interesting to know that pruning knives and hooks turn up occasionally at Romano-British sites – an indication that farmers had vines or fruit trees to tend.14

Rather than attempt to cultivate apple trees by planting pips, which we know is a horticultural lucky dip, historians also believe that the Romans brought apple trees into Britain by one of two methods. The first was to ship saplings in special clay vessels called ollae perforatae. These were essentially plant pots with drainage holes made to transport baby trees and vines long distances. Most examples found date from between the first century BC and the mid-second century AD, and were recovered from sites across the Middle East and Europe, including southern Britain, showing the ambition and reach of Roman horticulture.15

For those Roman traders who couldn’t afford or get their hands on clay plant pots, there was a cheaper and rather brilliant alternative. A shipwreck discovered off the coast of Palma, in Mallorca, contained vine cuttings which had been pushed into balls of wet clay and then wrapped in rags. This curious method, which also worked if you shoved the cuttings into a hard fruit or vegetable, was amazingly successful and a simple way to transport apple cuttings over large distances without damage. Once in Britain, these twigs, or ‘scions’, were probably grafted onto compatible native wild trees such as wild crab or blackthorn (sloe).16 Indeed, this astonishingly basic but fruitful technique was still being recommended to farmers and settlers travelling westward across North America in the nineteenth century:

The grafts or scions should be cut off from the trees before their buds begin to swell, which is generally three weeks or a month before the season for grafting. […] If the scions are to be carried any considerable distance, it will be best to stick their lower end in a potato, or a lump of well-tempered, moist clay, and then wrap them up in moss, which will preserve them fresh a month, or longer.17

Quite what the Iron Age Britons made of the new, sweet orchard apple we’ll never know. They were far too busy making the most of wild crab apples. According to the historian Tacitus, across the waters in Germany similar tribes lived on an invigorating diet of pomo agresto (‘wild apples’), venison and sour milk. In the same region, the discovery of a ‘bog body’ sacrifice also revealed a murkier use of crab apples in Iron Age ritual. The ‘Kayhausen Boy’, who is thought to have been between seven and ten years old when he was killed, died sometime between 400 and 300 BC. When archaeologists analysed the contents of his stomach, it became clear he had eaten crab apples just before his untimely end. The boy had been hog-tied and repeatedly stabbed, most likely as a sacrifice to placate the gods. His last, spartan meal gives us poignant proof of the crab apple’s inclusion in Iron Age diets.

Celtic mythology also draws heavily on the apple. The diverse Iron Age tribes now collectively known as ‘the Celts’ were scattered widely across Europe from around 1000 BC. The Celtic legends that survive into modern day mostly belonged to the ‘Insular Celts’, the people who lived in western Britain, Wales, Brittany, Ireland and Scotland. These rich and evocative stories were passed down via word of mouth through generations until they were finally written down by Christian scribes from the eighth century onwards. Much of what we now understand as ‘Celtic myth’ comes from these historic, but essentially second-hand, sources, whose accuracy and reliability is part of an ongoing and lively debate.

What is clear, however, is that in Celtic mythology many trees were sacred. The crab apple, in particular, seems to have been an emblem of fertility and eternal life, as it was in later Viking traditions. Druids’ wands were said to be made from apple or yew wood, both of which were believed to confer immortality. The Celtic concept of the afterlife was also bound to the wild apple. Despite regional differences in the details of the myths, the core idea of an apple-laden paradise existed across the Celtic world. The otherworld was an ambiguous, transitional place where time stood still, and was thought to be an island somewhere in the middle of the sea. The Irish believed in Emain Ablach (ablach meaning apple treesd), while the Welsh had Ynys Afallon – the Isle of Apples – both of which are thought to have influenced the later Arthurian legend of Avalon, ‘Island of Apples’, the land where King Arthur’s sword Excalibur was forged, and his final resting place.

Quite why the crab apple so captured the Iron Age imagination isn’t fully understood but the fruit was certainly useful in everyday life, as well as in rituals. Archaeological remains suggest that communities – as they had done for thousands of years – were harvesting, drying and storing crab apples to increase their sweetness and store them for later use, but whether Malus sylvestris was being turned into alcohol is an intriguing puzzle. All the written evidence points to a northern European culture familiar with the pleasures of ale and mead rather than booze made from crab apples. Wild apples, however, may have been used as a flavouring or an additional, albeit limited, source of sugar in place of honey. It’s also possible that crab apples were squeezed to make a verjuice, a sour liquid used like vinegar or lemon juice (see Verjuice, page 89).

It seems likely, however, that resourceful people would have tried to brew something potent with crab apples. Unlike some other fruits, crab apples have a winning combination of natural yeasts on their skins and also astringent tannins, which means they can be transformed into alcohol quickly, without needing extra yeast. Indeed, it seems that many of the world’s most ancient alcoholic drinks blended grain and wild fruits, to create intoxicating and pleasant-tasting beverages. The earliest evidence of an alcoholic drink comes from China around nine thousand years ago, and was a heady concoction of fermented rice, honey, grapes and hawthorn berries, the latter being in the same family as apples (Rosaceae). A bracing northern cocktail favoured by Iron Age Swedish and Danish communities, dubbed ‘Nordic Grog’ by historians, utilised a whole host of local ingredients including wheat, lingonberries, cranberries, herbs, honey and birch syrup. We’re yet to find evidence of wild crab apples being made into an Iron Age tipple but, instinctively, it seems likely that a culture who appreciated the fruit’s mouth-puckering properties would have experimented with using it as an ingredient in drink. Throughout human history, where there was wild fruit, alcohol wasn’t far behind.

It’s worth adding a final word about a three-thousand-year-old ‘apple’ that was recently recovered from Navan Fort, County Armagh, a site of enormous archaeological and cultural importance in Northern Ireland. It’s been a special place since Neolithic times. During the first millennium BC significant buildings started to appear and the site is thought to have been a place of religious or royal focus during the Late Bronze/Iron Age. Finding the remains of an ancient, large orchard apple raised the exciting possibility that sweet, cultivated varieties might have been brought to Ireland from the Mediterranean, by Phoenician traders, seven or eight hundred years before Roman contact. While later analysis confirmed that the ‘Armagh apple’ was, disappointingly, a puffball mushroom, the debate hasn’t been fully laid to rest. The unearthing of a Barbary ape’s skull on the same site, a creature far from its north African home and dated to the fourth century BC, once again raised the possibility of ancient, long-distance trade routes. And, whether it’s apples or apes, it’s thrilling to imagine all kinds of strange and wonderful goods travelling between the Iron Age people of Ireland and the rest of the world.

VERJUICE

When bubonic plague hit London in 1665, a pamphlet was hastily published that attempted to shed light on how the infection was spreading. It also hoped to offer some cures that might help. The advice was, at best, hit and miss. The guide included some remarkable ways people thought they’d caught the illness, including ‘By eating a pound of Cherries upon a wager’, hearing a pussycat ‘catter wouling’ and enjoying a particularly delicious ‘gooseberry fool’. The remedies were no less bizarre. When bloodletting, cupping and ear-pulling failed to deliver results, a gentler therapy was advised:

Two or three hours after the Patient hath sweat, [give] him some Chicken broth [flavoured with] Chickens flesh, sodden with Sorrel, or with the juice of Lemmons, or else Verjuice.18

Verjuice, literally ‘green juice’, is rarely seen in modern kitchens but for hundreds of years it was as important and ubiquitous an ingredient as salt or olive oil is today. It is essentially a sour liquid, a bit like vinegar or lemon juice, made from crab apples, and was used for a variety of culinary purposes – including making salad dressings and sauces, flavouring vegetables and deglazing pans. It was also believed to have the power to heal.

The humoral theory of the human body, based on the work of the ancient Greek physician Galen, explained that good health relied on the correct balance of four fluids of different temperatures. These were blood (hot and moist), phlegm (cold and moist), black bile (cold and dry) and yellow bile (warm and dry). Food was one of the easiest ways a person could keep their four humors in check and to adjust any imbalance if he or she was sick. Different foods were also classed as hot, cold, moist or dry, and could directly influence the workings of the body. The University of Paris’ Compendium de epidemia, written in 1348, advised that plague victims were those people with ‘sanguine temperament’ and suffered from an excess of blood: ‘The bodies most likely to take the stamp of this pestilence are those which are hot and moist, for they are the most susceptible to putrefaction.’19 Verjuice, along with other sour ingredients such as vinegar and citrus, was classed as ‘cold’ and the perfect antidote for the ‘hot and moist’ bodies of the afflicted. Verjuice was also sprinkled around rooms, used for washing bodies, or held over the face on a cloth to prevent breathing in ‘miasma’ or noxious air.

Verjuice, because of its ‘chilly’ humoral qualities, was also thought to work against inflammatory disease and soothe burns or scalds. John Gerard’s sixteenth-century Herball, or Generall historie of plantes, was clear in its medical advice:

The juice of wilde Apples or crabs taketh away the heate of burnings, scaldings, and all inflammations: and being laid on in short time after it is scalded, it keepeth it from blistering.

The juice of crabs or Verjuice is astringent or binding, and hath withall an abstersive [purging] or clensing qualitie, beeing mixed with hard yeest of Ale or Beere, and applied in manner of a cold ointment, that is, spread upon a cloth first wet in the Verjuice and wrung out, and then laid to, taketh away the heat of Saint Anthonies fire,e all inflammations what soeuer, healeth scab’d legs, burnings and scaldings wheresoever it be.

The idea of Galenic humoral balance was also important when it came to the creation of culinary dishes. Medieval recipes often called for a harmony of sour, sweet and spiced flavours, not only for their pleasant taste but also to ensure the meal wouldn’t upset the equilibrium of the humors. Verjuice was often used to temper other foodstuffs deemed hot or moist, such as egg yolks, pork, capons (castrated cockerels), veal, lard, hare, onions and certain types of seafood.20 Thomas Dawson’s recipe for pigs’ feet and potatoes, in his 1587 housekeeping book, The Good huswifes jewell, looks suspiciously like a medieval precursor to sweet and sour pork:

To boile pigges feete and petitoes
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Take and boyle them in a pint of vergice and bastardf take iiii. dates minced with a fewe small raysons then take a litle time and choppe it smal and season it with a litle synamon and ginger and a quantitie of vergice.

Medieval and Renaissance cookery books burst with recipes that include verjuice as a boiling or poaching liquid, an accompanying sauce, a basis for jelly, a baste or a dressing. One recipe, from the 1604 publication Ouverture de Cuisine by French masterchef Lancelot de Casteau, particularly catches the eye:

To garnish a tortoise
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Take a tortoise, & cut the head, & let it die, then put it to boil a long time that you can remove the shell from the meat: then take off all the skin that you can, & take the meat & any eggs that there are, & put it to stew with good broth, & put a little ground nutmeg, a little pepper & rosemary, marjoram, mint & fresh butter, & salt, & white wine or verjuice, & a fresh citron in slices, & let it stew well so, & serve.21

Crab apples were best collected at the beginning of autumn. In 1573, the farmer Thomas Tusser published Five Hundreth Pointes of Good Husbandrie, an extended poem which offered practical, seasonal advice to his fellow countryfolk. In September’s ‘To Do’ list, we find harvesting crab apples for verjuice or ‘vergis’:

Geld bulles and rams,

sewe ponds, amend dams.

Sell webster thy wull,

fruite gather, grapes pull.

For fear of drabs,g

go gather thy crabs.22

Making verjuice was also refreshingly simple. Tusser recommended treading them underfoot, a technique as ancient as it was effective. ‘Stamp crabs that may, for rotting away. Make vergis and perie, sowe kirnell and berie.’ A more refined method, however, involved pounding them in a stone trough or using a horse-driven cider mill. In 1731 Richard Bradley, Professor of Botany at the University of Cambridge, shared his method in his The Country Housewife and Lady’s Director in the Management of a House, and the Delights and Profits of a Farm. It might seem odd that a prestigious academic would bother with the faff of collecting and juicing wild apples but Bradley’s role was an unpaid one and he lived on limited means. Verjuice was his ultimate food for free.

To make verjuice
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The Verjuice of Crab-Apples should be made of the wild Crab, which produces Thorns on its Branches, and brings a small round Apple, such as are common to be planted for Fences. I am the more particular in this, because some Apples, which are call’d Wildings, are supposed to have a sharp juice, but such will soften by keeping a Year or two. Take the Crabs, I speak of, in October, and grind them in a Mill, such as they use for making Cyder; then press the Liquor, and put it into Vessels like the former. Besides the agreeable Taste this has, as an Agresta at the Table, it is good for the Callico Printers.

Bradley noted that verjuice could be stored for a considerable time but, as it aged, the juice began to lose its acidity. ‘Keep this in a good Vault’, he advised, ‘and it will remain good for three or four Years as Verjuice; but a little more time will make it lose its Sourness, and it will become like Wine.’ This older, more subtly sour verjuice was often seen as the connoisseurs’ choice but Bradley also mentioned a curious alternative market for his sour liquid – the ‘Callico Printers’.

By the eighteenth century, Britain was renowned for its production of woollen cloth. To protect the industry, cotton calico from India was heavily regulated and in 1700 Parliament had banned its importation if it was dyed or printed abroad. Undyed or ‘grey calico’ was still permitted, however, but needed to be bleached before it could take any colour. This process both lightened the fabric to a uniform shade and removed any residual oil and dirt. While Indian producers used a bleaching substance called cadou, made from the dried fruits of an indigenous tree, the British had to invent their own home-grown bleaching methods, some more successful than others. These included soaking the cloth in fermented bran, whey or an astringent rinse of verjuice.23

One final and bizarre use for verjuice was for the treatment of ‘staggers’ in horses. Staggers is a strange but common condition where horses tremble or seem drunk, and is the result of toxins or mineral imbalances in grass. While modern treatments usually involve moving the animal off the offending pasture, Gervase Markham provided a sweeping list of remedies in his grandly titled Markham’s Maister-peece, a practical guide to horse care, published in 1610. For the staggers, which Markham attributed to a ‘surfeit of Meat, surfeit of Travel, or from Corruption of Blood’, he recommended a blend of herbs with ‘two or three spoonfuls […] of verjuice and then thrust it hard into the Horse’s Ears; then tye up his Ears with a soft inkle string, that no air may come in, and let this Medicine remain in the space of a Day and a Night’.24 If that didn’t work, an even more potent cocktail should be poured in the horse’s ear made from a veritable witches’ brew of toxic black hellebore, castoreum (a secretion from beavers’ glands), ox-gall (extracted from a cow’s liver), oil of bitter almonds and verjuice. Curiously, Markham failed to add any details about the success rate of his various treatments.

a Ameria was a city in Umbria, overlooking the River Tiber about a hundred kilometres north of Rome.

b While this comment of Pliny’s seems far-fetched, it may have had some basis in fact. Skilled grafters can create trees that support multiple different fruits; in recent years, American artist and environmentalist Sam Van Aken managed to grow ‘The Tree of 40 Fruit’, a single tree that supports forty different types of heirloom stone fruits including apricots, cherries, peaches, plums, almonds and nectarines.

c Perhaps after Gaius Cestius or his namesake son, both of whom were senators.

d What the Emain bit means isn’t certain, but it is thought to have signified a number of things in ancient Celtic languages – brooch, twins, corpse and stream. Other scholars have linked it to Emnae, the Celtic ‘otherworld’.

e ‘St Anthony’s Fire’, or ergotism, was an excruciating illness brought on by eating fungus-contaminated rye grain. It was named after St Anthony, a saint born in the third century and who legend tells us assisted in a number of miraculous healings. In the eleventh century, a hospital specialising in skin diseases was founded in his honour by a nobleman whose son had been ‘cured’ by touching St Anthony’s relics. The ‘Fire’ bit of the name refers to the painful skin infections and gangrene that accompany ergot poisoning.

f A medieval sweet wine, similar to muscat.

g Drab is an insult thankfully not in modern usage. It meant a filthy, sluttish woman or a harlot – ‘drabbing’ meant to go whoring. Shakespeare used it with abandon, including ‘Dost they deny thy father, cursed drab?’ (Henry VI, Part 1, Act V, Sc. 4 Line 33) and the particularly unlovely ‘Finger of birth-strangled babe Ditch-delivered by a drab’ (Macbeth, Act IV, Sc. 1 Lines 30–1) Why Tusser recommends gathering crab apples for ‘fear of drabs’ or prostitutes isn’t clear, but he might have been suggesting crab apples as a prophylactic. One medieval sex manual, which prescribed remedies for various bedroom problems, suggested men drink verjuice to counteract the ‘harms of excessive sex’ and ‘prevent the vapours from rising to their heads’. (Source: Víctor Lluís Pérez Garcia, The Catalan Kamasutra and Other Medieval Sex Manuals (Edicions Excalibur, 2022), p. 147.)
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Fruit of the Barbarians and Saints

[image: img8.jpg]


 

 

 

For a pious monk, Gildas Sapiens was unusually livid. Britain, his beloved country, had gone to the dogs. Written sometime in the middle of the sixth century, the title of Gildas’ book – On The Ruin of Britain – told the reader everything he or she needed to know. Gildas was a huge fan of the Roman way of doing things and was devastated that Britain, now the empire had collapsed, was apparently falling into rack and ruin. Rome’s abandonment of Britain had set in motion a chain of events that led to its invasion by Anglo-Saxons from the continent. What was worse, fumed Gildas, was that the Britons had welcomed them with open arms, to help fight the threat posed by troublesome Picts and Scots. The Britons, he raged, ‘sealed [their own] doom by inviting among them (like wolves into the sheep-fold) the impious Saxons, a race hateful both to God and men […] Nothing was ever so pernicious to our country, nothing was ever so unlucky.’ The countryside, he believed, was in tatters.

Let the earth mourn because the corn is become wretched and the vine dried up, the oil is diminished, the husbandmen have become languish. Mourn, ye estates, for the wheat and barley, because the vine harvest is perished from the field, the vine is dried up, the fig-trees have become fewer: the pomegranates, palms, apple-tree, and all trees of the field are withered, because the sons of men have thrown joy into confusion.1

But was this entirely true? For centuries, the collapse of the western Roman empire has been viewed as a terrible dip in British history, a time when civilised society withered away to be replaced by barbarian chaos. The Dark Ages were, according to this tradition, bleak. More recent scholarship, however, has attempted to challenge this narrative, and paint a picture not of destructive invasion and cultural decline but of a more nuanced, piecemeal transition. When St Germanus, Bishop of Auxerre, visited Britain in 429 he declared it a ‘very opulent island [that] enjoyed peace with security on several fronts’, a stark contrast to Gildas’ account. Some historians also suspect that, contrary to Gildas’ view, many aspects of farming life and horticulture remained productive and fruitful. And, although large-scale, high-intensity arable farming – at which the Romans excelled – largely disappeared, mixed farming with its pasture, livestock, fruit growing and various crops continued and quietly flourished in its place.

How apples fared in these years isn’t known but it seems unlikely that orchard varieties simply disappeared entirely from the British landscape. The importance of the apple for early medieval communities, for example, is evident in many Anglo-Saxon place names. While some of these may have referred to wild crab apples, it’s very likely that cultivated apples are also referenced in settlements such as Appleton and Appleby.a

There are also plenty of Anglo-Saxon (or Old English) words involving apples, which suggest a comfortable familiarity with the fruit and its uses – from appel-treów (apple tree) to appel-tún (orchard), appel-screáda (apple parings) and appel-fealu (apple-coloured). The language also makes a distinction between orchard apples, appel, and crab apples, appel-þorn (literally ‘thorn apples’). Apples are also given a wonderful variety of attributes, including swēte, sweet; milsc, mild; sūr, sour; grēne, green; and unreif, unripe. And, as luck would have it, there are even Old English words for æppel-wín (apple alcohol) and æppel-hus (apple store), which give us clues as to what they were doing with the fruit.

When the Anglo-Saxons embraced Christianity in the middle of the seventh century, many of their old pagan traditions remained. The twelve ‘Metrical Charms’ – magical cures recorded in Old English medical texts – show a world where two belief systems rubbed alongside each other. In one charm both the Germanic god Woden and Jesus Christ are namechecked. In another, Mother Earth is called upon in the same breath as the disciples Matthew and Mark, Luke and John. For those of us interested in the story of the apple, one spell is particularly interesting – Æcerbot or ‘The Charm for Unfruitful Land’.

Wassailing, or blessing of the apple trees, is a custom first recorded in England in the sixteenth century but many scholars believe it has its tap root in much older, Anglo-Saxon traditions. The ritual involved giving small amounts of bread and cider to the tree spirits of the orchard and scaring away malevolent forces with raucous songs and loud noises. While the word ‘wassail’ is thought to come from the Anglo-Saxon was hal or hal wes, meaning ‘good health’, ‘The Charm for Unfruitful Land’ uses the word explicitly in a spell to improve the fertility of the land:

Hal wes þu, folde, fira modor!

Beo þu growende on godes fæþme,

fodre gefylled firum to nytte.

Be well, O earth, mother of humanity!

Be fruitful, in the embrace of God

become filled, and useful to men!2

Whoever recited this incantation also had to sprinkle a mixture of bread, milk and holy water on the soil, an offering very similar to those of the later wassails of orchards. Wassailing remained common practice into the nineteenth century, and is still performed in traditional cider counties such as Devon, Herefordshire, Kent, Somerset and Sussex. In 1856, the learned Society of Antiquaries shared its experiences of wassailing across Britain and down into northern France, a region that, as we will see later, has a long-standing connection with the apple growers of southern England:

In some counties prayer, in others drinking and rhymes and in one instrumental music was added […] In Devonshire, to this day, a bowl of toast and cider is taken into the orchard on Christmas Eve, a piece of toast is put on the principal tree, and verses are repeated as follows:

Apple tree, We wassail thee, ‘To bear and to flow Apples enow. Hurrah! hurrah! hurrah!’

In Somersetshire, in the neighbourhood of Minehead and Dunster, a similar custom prevails; and in Sussex, near Horsham, ‘blowing the trees,’ or wassailing, is performed by young men blowing cows’-horns under the apple-trees, and each taking hold of a tree, repeating verses of the same origin as those used in the three other counties […] in Normandy, too, the apple-trees are blessed in similar form.3

It’s interesting to ponder what kind of alcohol the Anglo-Saxons would have been making with apples – æppel-wín, for example, is often interpreted as cider but it may have been closer to apple wine, a stronger drink made by adding honey during the fermentation process. It’s also possible that Anglo Saxon beór, which has long been translated as ‘beer’, might have actually been strong sweet cider. Anglo-Saxon references to booze talk about beór, wín (wine), medu (mead) and ealu (ale) – our modern words for these alcoholic drinks are surprisingly similar to their Old English counterparts – but some historians think that we might have been too hasty reading beór as beer.

The Monasteriales Indicia is one of the very few texts that allows us to see how life was lived by Anglo-Saxon monks during the time when Benedictine Rule forbade them to speak to each other. It consists of over one hundred and twenty different sign language gestures for everyday items: the sign for ‘underpants’ involved stroking two hands up your thigh; you asked for an ‘oyster’ by miming the action for shucking; and ‘soap’ was requested by rubbing your hands together as if creating a lather. To order a ‘beór’, the Monasteriales Indicia tells us, a monk had to make the sign of grinding one hand on the other, as if pressing apples.4 It’s also curious that in Normandy, a place long renowned for its apple alcohol, the dialect word bère is used for cider. It’s also the same word in the Basque region, an area comprising the autonomous communities of the Basque Country and Navarre in Spain, and the Northern Basque Country in France – all places with a long association with cider.

Another long-forgotten brew may also have its roots in Anglo-Saxon times or, some argue, even earlier. ‘Lambs-wool’ was a drink still enjoyed in Victorian times but may have had its origins in early harvest rituals. Of ‘Lambswool’ or ‘Lamasool’, the doyenne of English cookery Mrs Beeton had this to say in her 1861 Book of Household Management:

LAMBSWOOL, or LAMASOOL. This old English beverage is composed of apples mixed with ale, and seasoned with sugar and spice. It takes its name from Lamaes abhal, which, in ancient British, signifies the day of apple fruit, from being drunk on the apple feast in autumn.

Dr Samuel Johnson had mentioned the hybrid brew in his 1755 Dictionary of the English Language (‘Lambs-wool. n.s. [lamb and wool.] Ale mixed with the pulp of roasted apples’), but whether the drink was genuinely ancient is difficult to know – both the Georgians and Victorians were fond of creating ‘Celtic legends’ with little basis in fact. An Etymological Calendar from 1853 claimed ‘Lambs-wool’ to be:

This constant ingredient of a merry-making on Holy Eve, especially in Ireland, and which is a preparation of roasted apples and ale […] The first day of November was dedicated to the angel presiding over fruits and seeds, &c., and was therefore named La Mas Ubhal, i.e., the day of apple fruit, and being pronounced lamasool, the English have corrupted the name to lamb’s wool.5

Celtic? Maybe. Medieval? Definitely. In the late sixteenth century, Shakespeare put on his first performance of Love’s Labour’s Lost. In it, a song sung at the end the play called ‘Winter’ describes ‘When roasted crabs hiss in the bowl, / Then nightly sings the staring owl’. His words paint a vivid seasonal picture of crab apples – hot and bursting from the fire – being plunged into ale for a warming winter mug of lambswool. Around the same time, in John Gerard’s Herball, or Generall historie of plantes, first published in 1597, the distinguished herbalist writes with suspicious familiarity about ‘lambes wooll’, a drink that he was confident would cure sexually transmitted diseases and urinary problems:

The pulpe of the rosted Apples, in number fower or five, according to the greatnesse of the Apples, especiall of the Pome-water. Mixed in a wine quart of faire water, laboured together until it come to be as Apples and Ale, which we call Lambes Wooll, and the whole quart drunke last at night, within the space of an hower, doth in one night cure those that pisse by droppes with great anguish and dolour; the strangurie,b and all other diseases proceeding of the difficultue of making water; but in twise taking it, it never faileth in any: oftentimes there hapneth with the foresaid diseases the Gonnorrhaea, or running of the raines,c which it likewise healeth in those persons, but not generally in all; which my selfe have often prooved, and gained thereby both crownes and credite.6
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By the beginning of the ninth century, Emperor Charlemagne had most of western and central Europe under his command. Keen to manage the agricultural productivity of royal manors across his empire, Charlemagne laid down some guidelines called the Capitulare de Villis, which specified what kinds of vegetables, herbs and fruit he expected to find growing on his land. What’s clear, from this early medieval edict, is how important apples were during Charlemagne’s time. ‘As for trees,’ he wrote, ‘it is our wish that they shall have various kinds of apple, pear, plum, sorb, medlar, chestnut and peach; quince, hazel, almond, mulberry, laurel, pine, fig, nut and cherry trees of various kinds.’ He also bothers to distinguish between different varieties of apple, a luxury not afforded to any other fruit. ‘The names of apples are: gozmaringa, geroldinga, crevedella, spirauca;d there are sweet ones, bitter ones, those that keep well, those that are to be eaten straightaway, and early ones.’7

While we know very little about the orchards and apples of ordinary people, records from monasteries allow us to catch an occasional glimpse of the fruit. Christian monasticism began with the desire of its followers to live simple, isolated lives which allowed them to focus on worship. While many early monks were wandering hermits, by the sixth century the idea of a monastic community, working and living together, had spread across Europe and reached Britain. Life within the walls of a monastery was often self-sufficient, with members growing their own food, but also bartering agricultural produce with the wider community. Monasteries often became centres of skill in and knowledge of many different horticultural and agricultural practices; monks could dedicate long periods of time to learning and experimenting, and developing the expertise they needed to get the most from their gardens and orchards. When religious communities engaged with the wider community, or monks moved between monasteries in different countries, as they sometimes did, it’s hard not to imagine them disseminating plants and practical skills alongside spiritual teaching.

The Plan of St Gall was a ninth-century blueprint for the ‘ideal’ Benedictine monastery.e The architectural plans set out in great detail what the perfect monastery should look like, with gardens and buildings for sleeping, eating and other practical purposes serving a central church and cloister. A significant part of the design was the pomarius or orchard. There, fourteen different types of fruit and nut tree would provide everything the monks needed, including plenty of pears and apples. These would not only be used in cooking but could also be dried in a kiln room and kept for winter or pressed for juice. The orchard would also serve as a graveyard for deceased monks. ‘Cemetery orchards’, far from being unusual, were a common feature of monastic life, a place where the passing of the seasons mirrored the human condition. The dormancy, blossoming and then fruitful abundance of the cultivated apple served as a powerful metaphor for spiritual life and resurrection.

A gardening book written at roughly the same time as the Plan of St Gall, by the Benedictine monk Walafrid, adds colour to the monastic ideal. His book, On the Cultivation of Gardens, opens with a dedication to his teacher, Father Grimaldus: ‘Thus you’ll have something, kind Father, to remind you of my labours, when you sit in the fenced enclosure of your small garden, in the shade of your fruit trees with their leafy crowns.’8 Ancient Welsh laws, from the early part of the tenth century, also reveal the revered place of the apple tree and its role in monastic life. The Venedotian, or ‘North Wales Code’, even tells us the value of apple trees at different stages of their growth. A new graft is worth four pence until the following winter, after when its value increases by two pence every year until it bears fruit. Once fruiting, the apple tree is worth sixty pence. A crab apple increases in value in a similar way, but at half the value of a sweet apple. Brothers within monasteries were also expected to build an orchard, a mill and a weir.9

Clues about the role of isolated but diligent religious communities in keeping the cultivated apple alive can also be found in biographies of famous saints. In the late 540s, when the first major outbreak of the plague was cutting a swathe through Europe and the Near East, a monk named Teilo decided to take his band of followers from Wales first to Cornwall and then on to his friend Samson’s monastery, in Brittany, to escape the disease’s deadly clutches. Teilo’s life was later written up in the twelfth-century Book of Llandaf. There, we are told, ‘Teilo and Samson planted a great grove of fruit-bearing trees […] and these woods are honoured with their names until the present day, for they are called the groves of Teilo and Samson.’ Whether Teilo did, indeed, plant forests of pomes isn’t proven but his legend lives on in northern France, where he is still regarded as the patron saint of apple trees.10 It’s also one of history’s greatest coincidences that Teilo’s fruit planting was kickstarted by the plague, a disease caused by the bacterium Yersinia pestis. In a remarkable twist to the story, geneticists recently traced the origin of Yersinia pestis back to a place we already know well – the home of the apple, the Tian Shan mountains.

Apples grown in monastic and royal gardens would have undoubtedly ended up in numerous dishes – boiled, baked, dried or preserved in honey. It’s not certain, however, how often people ate apples raw. Historians are often keen to point out that uncooked fruit was seen as dangerous, based on a reference in The Book of Kervynge, a medieval cookbook that warned, ‘beware of grene sallettes [salads] & raw fruytes for they wyll make your soverayne seke’. Other historic cookbooks, however, such as the Overture de Cuisine, first published in 1604, recommend ‘raw apples’ as a welcome addition to the dessert menu. In 1575, Queen Elizabeth I visited Kenilworth Castle, home of Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester. There, she was regaled with all kinds of fruit-based cooked dishes in her honour, but the queen was also witnessed walking around the estate’s apple and pear orchards, eating fruit ‘off the branch’. A court official’s letter noted ‘her Highness’ picking ‘strawberiez, cherryez & other frutez straight from their stalks’11 and eating them raw. Medical treatments from the time also prescribed eating uncooked apples. Two early medieval Welsh spell-like cures involved carving words of a charm into an apple and then eating it, and munching a raw apple to take away the bad taste of a purging herbal concoction.12

While British monks were busy finding different ways to enjoy the apple, over in Denmark the historian Saxo Grammaticus was formulating an apple tale that would go on to delight both adults and children for centuries. Around 1185, Saxo had been charged with the task of writing a stirring history of the Danes, filled with acts of great bravery. Short on facts but rich in gripping anecdotes, Saxo’s book – Gesta Danorum – included a nail-biting tale that now sounds strangely familiar. In it, an archer called Toko gets a little tipsy with fellow comrades and boasts that he could shoot an apple off the top of a stick some distance away. Hearing Toko’s boast, Harald Bluetooth – the deeply unpopular king – orders the archer to shoot the apple off his own son’s head. Toko takes out three arrows, but succeeds in shooting the apple off with the first bolt. When the king asks Toko why he took three arrows out from his quiver, not one, the archer coolly replies that, if the stunt had gone wrong, ‘That I might avenge on thee.’

This brilliant nerves-of-steel fable was rehashed repeatedly, albeit with different characters and locations, including in a Nordic saga written a century later, a medieval German book about sorcery, a Danish folk tale and the sixteenth-century Northumbrian fable of Adam Bell. The most famous of these retellings, however, was the story of the Swiss national hero William Tell, first written down in the fifteenth century. It’s not certain why the apple is so central to all these versions. Some scholars have suggested that the fruit and the significance of the child are linked – for centuries, apples have been closely linked to ideas about immortality and fertility in northern European mythology. Interestingly, although Denmark claims the original apple-shot myth as its own, a similar story was already well known thousands of miles away in Persia. Dated to around 1175, the poem Conference of the Birds included a verse about a king who shoots an apple off the head of his beloved slave.

There was a monarch once who loved a slave.

The youth’s pale beauty haunted him; he gave

This favourite the rarest ornaments,

Watched over him with jealous reverence

But when the King expressed a wish to shoot,

His loved one shook with fear from head to foot.

An apple balanced on his head would be

The target for the royal archery13

This is fascinating for two reasons. The first is that the story of the apple-shot may not belong to northern Europe but to Persia, a place we already know has an extraordinarily long history of apples. But, more exciting, is that rather than the two stories emerging independently – one in Persia and one in Denmark – there’s a strong case for the two cultures meeting and hearing the myth first-hand. Remember the Oseberg Viking ship from Chapter 3 – the ninth-century ship burial where two high-status women were buried with a wooden bucket of crab apples? On the very same ship were found dozens of pieces of Persian silk. Archaeologists used to think that these had been looted from churches in England and Ireland but new analysis suggests that Nordic countries were also trading directly with Persia and clamoured for Eastern silk textiles. How tempting it is to imagine Viking traders and Persian merchants swapping not just silks, furs and slaves, but convivial stories and apple myths from back home.
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And what of cider? Lots of places lay claim to the appley brew as their own invention. France, Spain and England all have very long histories of cider making but it takes a brave person to plump for a definitive place of origin. The reasons for this are simple. The first is that there is very little archaeological evidence for the beginnings of cider production. Some of the best evidence we have comes in the form of Roman mosaics found at Vienne, in Saint-Romain-en-Gal, in eastern France, which picture seasonal farm work that includes grafting apple trees, collecting apples in autumn, pressing fruit and cleaning storage jars ready for their cidery contents. The problem is, however, that we don’t know whether the Romans invented cider production or picked it up from the native communities they conquered or traded with.

It’s also logical that the drink would have originated in a place where the climate was perfect for cider apples. In reality, this could be any of the regions that lay claim to cider as their own: north-west France, south-west England, and the mountainous regions of Asturias and the Basque Country in northern Spain, all of which have excellent conditions for cider apples. There, cold winters, mild springs and warm, wet summers produce apples with the perfect blend of tannins, sweetness and acidity. In the end, we’ll probably never know who invented cider. By the ninth century, however, it was such an established drink across Europe that Emperor Charlemagne demanded not only that every region should grow four types of apple but that everyone should have access to a brewer of the golden nectar. He was unequivocal in his instructions:

every steward shall have in his district good workmen – that is, blacksmiths, gold- and silver-smiths, shoemakers, turners, carpenters, shield-makers, fishermen, falconers, soap-makers, brewers (that is, people who know how to make beer, cider, perry or any other suitable beverage).14

The Basque Country is particularly proud of its ancient cider, a brew that its sailors took on long, arduous sea voyages. The Basque people, from the Pyrenees region that straddles modern France and Spain, had been hunting for whales in local waters since at least the eleventh century. By the early 1500s, Basque whalers had become so confident in their skills that they began venturing out on longer journeys across the Atlantic. Unusually, they seemed to have very low rates of on-board illness. Something in the cider was keeping them well.

Between 1500 and 1850, it’s thought that scurvy killed more than 2 million sailors globally. Indeed, it was such an accepted part of the seaman’s lot that shipowners and insurers assumed half of any crew would die from the disease on a major voyage. Contracts of Basque sailors, however, stipulated that each man would receive a generous ration of around 3 litres of homemade sagardoa,f or unpasteurised hard cider, every day. Thanks to the modest quantities of vitamin C in hard cider, and the Basque sailors’ generous allowances, the crews of these early whaling ships avoided the catastrophic fate of so many other vessels. During Commodore George Anson’s ill-advised circumnavigation of the world in the 1740s, for example, only 188 of his 1,854 men dodged scurvy and survived the voyage.

Anxious to avoid a similarly disastrous body count, in 1747 the Royal Navy surgeon James Lind carried out a controlled clinical trial on board a British naval vessel. He wanted to test the existing remedies for scurvy and rank them for effectiveness. Twelve sailors with scurvy were divided into six teams of two, each receiving a different ‘cure’ administered on a daily basis: either a quart of hard cider; elixir of vitriol (which was essentially diluted sulphuric acid); six spoonfuls of vinegar; a glass of seawater; two oranges and a lemon; or a small amount of garlic, mustard and horseradish paste. The citrus-fed duo recovered almost immediately and the cider team also gently improved over the space of a fortnight. Writing later about his experiment, Lind concluded:

Next to the oranges, I thought the cyder had the best effects […] those that had taken it, were in a fairer way of recovery than the others at the end of the fortnight, which was the length of time of all these different courses were continued, except the oranges. The putrefaction of their gums, but especially their lassitude and weakness, were somewhat abated, and their appetite increased by it.15

Lind’s experiment was a resounding success but made few waves back in London’s medical circles. Indeed, a year after Lind’s findings, the Navy’s ‘Sick and Hurt Board’ rejected a proposal to give sailors regular provisions of fruit juice. One of the major problems was that fresh juice wouldn’t keep on long voyages; Lind recommended that ships prepare something called ‘rob’ by evaporating fresh fruit juice over several hours to create a strong concentrate. Unfortunately, as we now know, heat destroys much of the vitamin C content, rendering the ‘rob’ almost useless.

While the current recommended daily intake of vitamin C in the UK is 30 milligrams a day, it’s thought that much lower intakes, of 5–10 milligrams, are enough to protect against the ravages of scurvy. Modern commercial cider doesn’t contain much vitamin C – around 0.33 milligrams per 100 millilitres – but traditional unpasteurised, unrefined hard cider such as sagardoa undoubtedly contained more. Even using modern cider as a benchmark, Lind’s men would have been drinking around 3.8 milligrams of vitamin C a day, while Basque sailors, with their generous 3-litre daily allowance, would have been enjoying nearly 10 milligrams. It’s no wonder Basque sailors rarely got ill; Lind’s experiments had only confirmed what these experienced whalers had known for centuries.

APPLE FRITTERS

For the English diarist Samuel Pepys, 26 February 1661 was a particularly good day. It was Shrove Tuesday, or Pancake Day, and Pepys was about to enjoy one of his favourite meals. After leaping out of bed, Pepys headed to ‘Mrs. Turner’s, who I found busy with Theophilia and Joyce making of things ready for fritters’ before leaving on a whirlwind tour of friends and colleagues. At the end of the day he returned, no doubt exhausted, to Mrs Turner’s for a slap-up meal: ‘Very merry and the best fritters that ever I eat in my life’, he wrote cheerfully, before adding, ‘After that looked out at window; saw the flinging at cocks’,16 a particularly unpleasant and ancient custom which involved throwing sticks at a cockerel tethered by its leg. Whoever managed to knock the bird off its feet, or kill it, could keep it, presumably to make a last-minute meaty meal before the privations of Lent kicked in.

Apple fritters seem to have been a popular Lent food throughout the medieval period and beyond. As we already know, for Christians the run-up to Easter involved abstaining from many foodstuffs, but apples, flour and other fritter ingredients were allowed. Most European countries had their own versions of Lent apple fritters – beignets de pommes in France, fritule in Croatia, Apfelküchle in Germany, frittelle di mele in Italy. The Libro di cucina, a fourteenth-century collection of recipes by an anonymous Venetian, includes its own early version:

Apple fritters for Lent
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Take the apples and peel them, then cut in the way of the host (thin slices) and make a batter of flour with saffron and add strained eggs, and put these apples in this batter; then fry with oil enough for it, powder sugar when they are cooked, etc.

In England around the same time, King Richard II was renowned for his gluttonous feasts and seems to have been very partial to a fritter, regardless of the time of year. His appetite for excess knew no bounds. For a banquet he hosted in 1387 for his uncle, the Duke of Lancaster, Richard ordered over 100 pigs, 50 swans, 210 geese, 8 dozen rabbits, 3 bushels of apples, 12,000 eggs, and much more besides. Dish after dish was served – from cranes to curlews, tarts to jellies – but to finish the meal nothing could beat ‘Longue Frutours’.g The master cooks in the royal household, keen to make sure the king’s favourite recipes were written down and prepared to perfection, penned their instructions for these delicacies, which also included sweet root vegetables and an almond milk dressing:

Frytour of pasternakes of apples
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Take skyrwater [parsnips] and pasternakes [carrots] and apples, & parboile hem, make a batour of flour and ayrenn [eggs], cast þerto [there-to] ale, safroun & salt. Wete hem in þe batour and frye hem in oile or in grece; do þerto Almaund Mylk. & serue it forth.17

Apple fritters may have graced the tables of royalty but they were also a food associated with the masses. They were a favourite street food and a common sight at great fairs. Old Bartlemy Fair (or Bartholomew Fair) was London’s oldest and rowdiest, and dated back to the twelfth century. Originally established as a three-day market for the wool and cloth trade, over later centuries it became a magnet for pedlars, hucksters and traders of all kinds and, with it, gained a reputation for vice. It was also particularly famed for its food vendors and greedy spectators, who came to see the showmen, jugglers and wild beasts. A folk song written in the early nineteenth century cheerfully captured its chaos and distractions:

Roaring boys – gilded toys,

Lollipops – shilling hops,

Tumble in – just begin,

Cups and balls – wooden walls,

Gin and bitters – apple fritters,

Pudding nice – penny a slice,

Shins of beef – stop thief!

A bang up swing – just the thing,

A dead dog – among the mob,

Lost hats – squawling brats,

Lost shoes – kangaroos,

O Polly – where’s Molly?

Bow wow – what a row

Is kicked up in Bartlemy Fair, O!18

The song’s rhyming phrase ‘gin and bitters, apple fritters’ soon became a slur, especially in political circles. One London journalist, writing in the Morning Chronicle in 1834, mulled over whether it was better to give alms to the poor or send them packing to the workhouse. The problem, he said, was that as soon as you hand over money to ‘poor charing widows’ they spent it on ‘gin and bitters, and apple fritters’ rather than on the ‘comfort and consolation of their poor little ones’.19 Only a year later, the same newspaper accused politicians of using ‘gin and bitters, and apple fritters, and other sweet remembrances’ to bribe constituents to go out and vote.20

In Dutch- and German-speaking countries, apple fritters were often associated with Christmas and New Year’s Eve. Hans Christian Andersen, writing about his travels through Switzerland in the 1840s, painted a sentimental seasonal picture:

On Christmas-eve we play for gingerbread-nuts and apple-fritters, whilst the poor children sing outside the doors about Christmas joys and the infant Jesus – and that brings the tears in my eyes, although I am so inwardly glad.21

Appelbeignets are still enjoyed on New Year’s Eve in Holland, often served warm with a heavenly dusting of cinnamon and sugar. The tradition was also brought across to America with Dutch settlers in the seventeenth century, where different versions of the recipe still vie for attention. One, adapted from a traditional Pennsylvanian recipe,22 uses sour, crisp apples:

Appelbeignets
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12 tart apples, peeled and cored

½ lb bread flour

1½ cups of beer

½ teaspoon salt

Oil for frying

Slice the apples crosswise into ⅓ inch slices. For the batter, mix the flour and beer with a wooden spoon until smooth. Add salt. Dip apple slices in the batter and fry in deep oil at 370 degrees F. Drain fritters on paper and sprinkle with cinnamon and icing sugar.

a There are lots of apple-inspired place names, including Appleton (meaning farmstead where apples grow), Appley (a clearing with apple trees), Appleby (a farm or village with apple trees), Appleshaw (a forest of apple trees) and Apuldram (homestead with apple trees).

b Strangurie (or stranguria) was the name for a condition characterised by painful, frequent urination of tiny amounts of wee coupled with an agonising sense of urgency. Possible causes of these unpleasant symptoms, in modern medical parlance, include irritation of the urinary tract, kidney stones, cystitis and bladder cancer.

c Any whitish discharge from the genitals was known as ‘whites’ in women, ‘gleets’ in men or ‘running of the raines’ or ‘reins’.

d Varieties now lost in time.

e The Plan of St Gall is still kept in the library at the Abbey of St Gall on the island of Reichenau, Switzerland.

f You can trace how far Basque sailors travelled by the remnants of their language in faraway cultures. During the seventeenth century, a Basque-Icelandic pidgin vocabulary sprang up as a result of whalers needing to communicate with Nordic communities. ‘Apple cider’, which in Basque was sagardoa, became ‘sagarduna’ in pidgin. A different pidgin existed between the natives of Newfoundland and the Basque whalers.

g Also spelled fretoure and frytour.
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In-Cider Trading
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In 793, Viking warriors raided the small island of Lindisfarne, off the north-east coast of England. An account of the attack described how the marauding invaders ‘laid everything waste with grievous plundering, trampled the holy places with polluted steps, dug up the altars and seized all the treasures of the holy church’.1 This act of vandalism and warfare marked the beginning of the ‘Age of the Vikings’, with Norsemen (‘Northmen’) sailing from their Scandinavian homeland to seek fortunes and new lands to conquer.

Only six years after their hit-and-run on Lindisfarne, the Vikings turned their attention to France and the lands once ruled by Charlemagne. First, they raided the island monastery of St Philibert off the west coast in 799, before sacking Nantes in 842 and heading inland, battleaxes aloft. In 911, Rollo, a Viking rumoured to be so large a horse couldn’t carry him, launched terrifying assaults on both Paris and Chartres. These attacks were unsuccessful but local French rulers, including the unfortunately named Charles the Simple, decided enough was enough and it was time to negotiate. Charles agreed to offer Rollo and his Viking army an entire chunk of north-west France, around the mouth of the River Seine, in return for Rollo’s protection from further raids. That region became known as Normandy, ‘Land of the Northmen’.

The strategy worked and the newly settled Vikings proved fierce and enthusiastic defenders of northern France. And, although they had started out as pagan looters, the Vikings soon turned from violence and terror to a strategy of assimilation. They adopted French methods of government, married into local families and even became zealous converts to Christianity. Viking energy and ambition, tempered by French organisation and order, proved a winning combination, and transformed Normandy into a powerful, wealthy and agriculturally productive region. Emboldened and with full stomachs, the Normans now felt ready to take on England.

The Norman Conquest of 1066 led to profound economic and political change. Its short-term effect on England was devastation and disruption – the savage ‘Harrying of the North’ inflicted widespread destruction on swathes of northern England. The longer-term consequences, however, were more diverse. In many ways, William the Conqueror’s victory brought England into closer contact with northern France and its traditions. The visible changes – such as the building of castles and monasteries – are well studied, but less is known about how the invasion changed the English diet. A recent study of animal bones, and food residues on ceramics used for cooking, however, has revealed some fascinating insights. Pre-Conquest, the English diet seems to have been dominated by a healthy selection of cultivated grains, fruit and vegetables, including wheat, rye, beans, celery, blackberries, damsons and apples, dairy and a small amount of meat from ruminants (goats, sheep and cattle). After the arrival of the Normans, pork becomes much more popular and the trend, at least for the elite, moves towards new ways of cooking such as slow cooking and roasting.2 It’s interesting to speculate that one of England’s iconic dishes, roast pork and apple sauce, most likely has northern France at its heart.

Historians also suspect the Normans introduced some of their best apples, which were readily adopted by local growers. The earliest record we have of a named variety in England is the Pearmain,a an apple originally grown to make cider but now probably extinct in its original form. An early reference in the charters from East Flegg, now part of Great Yarmouth, revealed that:

In the sixth year of King John [1205] a certain Robert de Evermere held the lordship of Runham in the Hundred of East Flegg, in Norfolk, by petty serjeanty, by the payment of two hundred Pearmains and four hogsheads (modios) of wine, made of Pearmains, into the Exchequer, on the feast of St. Michael yearly.3

Another of our earliest known varieties is the Costard, a name not related to custard, but probably from the Old French coste, a reference to the apple’s angular, ribbed appearance.b Edward I’s fruiterer helpfully delivered a handful of invoices to the Treasury in 1292, which show a wonderful variety of fruits, many of them originating in France, including the Caillou pear from Burgundy and the Pesse-Pucelle, a pear originating in western France. However, only one variety of apple that ends up in Edward I’s fruit bowl is explicitly named – the Costard, which cost one shilling for a hundred apples, about £40 in today’s money or the equivalent of five days’ wages for a skilled tradesman.4 The Costard, it seems, was a prized item. People who sold costards from hand carts became known as ‘costermongers’, a term that eventually broadened out to mean any street vendor.c

Mentions of apples, orchards and cider-making start to gather pace after the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Most are hidden in the small print of property leases, court documents and church tithes, only saved thanks to the assiduous record keeping of medieval accountants and lawyers. One of the earliest – from 1200 – records a Staffordshire house, called ‘le Pressurhus’, with its own cider press (‘molendina ad poma’ or apple millstone). Around forty years later, the Franciscan monk Bartholomeus Angelicus wrote in his botanical encyclopaedia On the Properties of Things (c.1240) that ‘Malus the Appyll tree is a tree yt bareth apples and is a grete tree in itself […] with good fruyte and noble […] the fruit is gracious in sight and in taste and virtuous in medecyne.’5 Another, from 1297, records the rector of Combeinteignhead, Devon, receiving his annual tithes in corn and cider from the villagers. From these dusty records, a world of orchards and cider making starts to come alive. Many relate to apples grown in southern counties – Sussex, Dorset, Cornwall and Devon – but records also show fruit being grown as far north as Yorkshire and up into Scotland.

One of the most interesting references, however, dates from 1349, and describes the reeve of Surrey and Sussex, Roger Daber, collecting cider from local orchards and shipping it abroad. More than fifty huge barrels were collected in total and hauled to the docks, where they were taken by boat to Calais at great expense (£44 19s 4d, or around £30,000 in today’s money). Why an English estate manager was sending cider to northern France, a place awash with apples and cider, is a delightful ‘coals-to-Newcastle’ mystery. Calais had fallen into English hands in 1347 but it was the visitation of the plague, in 1348, which may hold the answer. That year most of France, including the north, had been decimated by the Black Death, leaving up to half of the French population dead. Local apple growers and cider makers would have been among those who perished, perhaps leaving a brief gap in the market for English cider to be imported, before we too fell into its clutches.6
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During the Middle Ages, wine was almost exclusively reserved for the higher classes, but cider occupied a more democratic position. It was affordable – only slightly more expensive than ale – and drunk by both the peasantry and the privileged. When the English baron Hugh Despenser the Elder, one half of history’s most notorious and wealthy father-and-son partnerships,d was executed for corruption in 1326, his prized possessions were carefully recorded. Along with fifty-nine manors and 28,000 sheep, Despenser was also found to have squirrelled away 40,000 litres of wine and 10,000 litres of cider for his own use.

At the other end of the social scale, almost every rural peasant had access to a patch of land on which he or she could grow vegetables and fruit, and many would also receive food as part of their earnings. Accounts often show peasants being given a ‘cider allowance’, especially around harvest time, or being gifted cider as part of a retirement package or charitable donation. One record, for example, shows a healthy annual allowance of 120 gallons of cider being given to a retired couple in Hampshire,7 while a record of French hospitals reveals many provided daily rations of a litre of cider per day to patients.8

In the 1350s, the smallest denomination of English money – the quarter-pennye – would buy almost half a gallon of cider (around 2 litres), putting it well within even the budget of an unskilled labourer who might earn two or three pennies a day.9 Whether cider was a well-regarded drink, however, is harder to tell. Records show that, after the Black Death had reached English shores and culled half the population by the end of 1349, those peasants left standing bartered for better wages and food allowances. In Apuldram,f West Sussex, for example, a place named after its apple orchards since the Norman conquest, employees drove a hard bargain for improvements, including the provision of ale instead of cider.10

The working folk of Apuldram may not have wanted cider, but the clergy seem to have enjoyed it by the barrel-load. The tithes of East Meon, in Hampshire, show that villagers produced seven tuns of cider (about 6,500 litres), all of which was destined for the bishop.11 At Marwell Manor, in Hampshire, nearly 20,000 litres were in store at the start of the year in 1210, almost all of it for the resident Bishop of Winchester’s personal use and entertaining. At the palace of Bishop’s Waltham, now destroyed, just one garden produced nearly 12,000 litres of cider; of the twelve tuns of apple cider pressed, ten tuns were held back for the bishop’s personal use and just two given away.12

Merchants also seemed to have enjoyed the benefits of the cider business, especially those in the southern counties. Andrew Jones, a cider merchant in Hereford, grew rich enough from his trade that he was able not only to use his fortune to renovate the cathedral’s crypt but also to have a large alabaster tomb dedicated to himself and his wife in 1497. The tomb, which can still be found in Hereford Cathedral today, shows Mr and Mrs Jones dressed in the latest fashion – his foot resting proudly on a large cider barrel.

By the sixteenth century, there was also a growing appreciation of the usefulness of orchards, especially for filling the seasonal gaps in the agricultural year. Thomas Tusser in 1557 highlighted their importance to the smallholder in his poem ‘December’s Husbandrie’: ‘Good fruit and good plentie doth wel in thy loft, / Then make thee an orchard and cherish it oft’;13 while Henry VIII, a keen fruit lover, planted apple orchards at both Hampton Court and at Teynham in Kent to feed his royal appetite.

Wine, on the other hand, held a curious position in medieval England. For some, like the fifteenth-century English writer John Coke, ale, cider and perry were wholesome, everyday drinks, but wine made its imbibers ‘prone and apt to all filthy pleasures and lusts’.14 Contradictorily, wine was also seen as an essential element of the Holy Eucharist, a biblically prescribed and essential component of the central sacrament of the Christian church. Whatever the context of its consumption, wine was exclusive and largely enjoyed by the upper classes. Not only was it labour-intensive to produce, it spoiled quickly, making it expensive to transport. Most wine was also imported – red wines from Bordeaux and Gascony (large chunks of south-western France were ruled by the English crown at this time), whites from Germany and Spain, and sweet wines from Greece and Cyprus. By the middle of the thirteenth century, three-quarters of all the king’s wine came from Bordeaux, not just for his own table but for the entire household, his staff and his army. The volumes were staggering: for just one campaign against the Welsh in 1282, Edward I ordered 125,000 gallons from Bordeaux. Half a century later, England imported 30 million bottles’ worth of wine from the same region. Had it not been destined for the richest households, and instead distributed between England’s 5 million people, that would have been enough for every man, woman and child to have six bottles of fine red wine each.15

By the early seventeenth century, however, the English gentry’s thirst for wine had hit a major stumbling block. England’s imports were often briefly affected by wars and skirmishes but by the 1640s, the country was in the grip of civil war and a bloody struggle for power between King Charles I and Parliament. In 1643, to raise money for the war effort, Parliament imposed high taxes on imported goods such as leather, linen, paper and upholstery. And, while most of these imported essentials and luxuries were taxed at 5 per cent, wine drinkers paid a higher price. Customers would now have to pay almost 9 per cent of the retail price in tax on Spanish wine and a crippling 15 per cent on wine shipped from France.16 Wine was becoming too rich a taste for many English households.

At the beginning of 1649, the situation worsened. The French crown, appalled at the trial and execution of Charles I by the English Parliament, banned all future English imports and seized any goods that had already made it onshore. By the end of the summer, England had retaliated and stopped all imports of French wines, wool and silk. Anyone caught attempting to bring a full-bodied red or crisp white onto English soil faced a £200 fine (about £20,000 in today’s money) and confiscation of their ship.

England’s own vineyards simply couldn’t refill the nation’s wine cellars. Between 1100 and 1300, average summer temperatures across much of Europe had been slightly higher in an era now known as the ‘Medieval Warm Period’, allowing commercial and monastic vineyards to spread across southern England and as far as Yorkshire in the north and the Welsh borders in the west. At the beginning of the fourteenth century, however, chillier conditions returned leaving many vintners struggling to make good wine, if any at all. Henry VIII’s Dissolution of the Monasteries in the middle of the sixteenth century finished off any remaining vineyards run by religious orders, so by the seventeeth century only a handful of grape growers remained on English soil. With little or no wine available, what on earth was England’s high society going to guzzle? As we’ll see in the next chapter, one passionate apple enthusiast was convinced he had the answer.

PORK AND APPLE

The intriguingly named Prince of Transylvania’s Court Cookbook was written in the seventeenth century. It was based on an earlier collection of recipes, compiled a hundred years before, and listed an astonishing array of bizarre dishes. One of the book’s aims was to show the dizzying breadth of wild animals, then living in central Europe, that were good to eat. It also threw in exotic creatures, too, those poor animals dragged from around the world to impress guests at grandiose banquets. The inventory of edible animals reads like a conservationist’s nightmare – from bear to beaver, hedgehog to marmot – but it also included a staggering forty-three recipes for wild boar.17 One, in particular, was clearly designed to make a statement:

Boar head cooked with sides
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Have the butcher scorch it, should he fail to do this and should the boar have big teeth, wrap it in wet cloth to keep it from being scorched; for lords and princes like their teeth, sometimes they cover it in silver; once the butcher has scorched it, cut its neck, remove the wet cloth from its teeth, and scorch its hair with hot iron, slice open its nose towards its ears, skin its chin and nose. Cut out its tongue, put it in a pot and let it cook in salted water for an hour next to the sides, for it must be cooked this way… Once cooked, take it out and let it cool. Remove its teeth and put it to the tusks’ place, remove the tusks and put them back, clean the tongue and put it to its nose, have them open its mouth, if you have no lemon put an apple in its mouth and put a branch or boxwood into its forehead. Put some sage onto the branch, serve it in a big plate, its mouth should be open, put black pepper in cold vinegar underneath it, but don’t overdo it, for lords love this dish, I saw that Emperor Rudolf had this very dish on his table for a week.

Other crowd-pleasers from the book included ‘Hog Chin and Sides with Fruit Sauce’, ‘Pork with Sweet Sauce’ and the fragrant-sounding ‘Boar with Carnation Sauce’.18 All these pork recipes used generous lashings of cooked apple, a combination still popular today.

The marriage of pork and pome has been a long one – the ancient Roman cookbook Apicius, compiled in the first century AD, included a rather succulent-sounding ‘Minutal Matianum’, a dish of leeks, coriander, pork shoulder and cooked apples. ‘Matian apples’ were a variety thought to have been a named after Gaius Matius, a horticulturalist and friend of Caesar who also wrote books – now lost in time – on the art of cooking and entertaining. Manzana, the modern Spanish word for apple, comes from mattiana, a shortened version of malum matianum – the Latin for ‘apple of Matius’.

Minutal matianum
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Put in a sauce pan oil, broth finely chopped leeks, coriander, small tid-bits, cooked pork shoulder, cut into long strips including the skin, have everything equally half done. Add Matian apples cleaned, the core removed, slice lengthwise and cook them together: meanwhile crush pepper, cumin, green coriander, or seeds, mint, laser root, moistened with vinegar, honey and broth and a little reduced must, add to this the broth of the above morsels, vinegar to taste, boil, skim, bind strain over the morsels sprinkle with pepper and serve.19

The historic pairing of pork and apple may have its roots in making the most of seasonal produce. Autumn was traditionally the hunting season for wild boar and also the time of year when domesticated pigs would be slaughtered. Keeping and feeding livestock through winter was often too expensive and so many farmed animals would be killed around autumn time. November was blotmonath (blood month) in Old English, for example, or Tachwetg in medieval Welsh (meaning ‘slaughtering’).

The system of turning pigs out into woodland in late summer or early autumn is ancient. From as early as the eleventh century, commoners in England were allowed to release their pigs into the forest to fatten up on acorns, beech nuts and crab apples, a common right known as ‘pannage’. American settlers and subsistence farmers also knew the value of fattening their pigs on fallen fruit. Writing in the middle of the nineteenth century, one smallholder from Maine boasted:

I have tested by ten years’ experience, the value of apples as food for animals. I keep five or six hogs in my orchard upon nothing but apples and a little swill; and have uniformly found them to grow and gain flesh faster than hogs fed upon any thing else except grain. On the first of Nov. they are very decent pork; after which I feed them about six weeks on grain before I kill them and I believe I have as fat hogs, and as good pork as my neighbors, who give to their hogs, double the quantity of grain that I do to mine.20

In England, the Gloucester Old Spot, now a rare breed, was also known as the ‘orchard pig’ as it was allowed to graze on windfall apples in the county’s many cider orchards. The black spots on its body were, according to folklore, bruises caused by apples falling off the trees. Interestingly, the relationship between apple and pig isn’t just one-way. By the early twentieth century, US agricultural scientists had discovered that orchards where pigs were allowed to graze on windfalls were less likely to suffer from the curculio beetle, a particularly pesky insect that attacks apple trees. By gobbling down the fallen apples, which contained the larvae, the pigs prevented the beetle from reinfecting the trees. In fact, recent research has shown that ‘flash pig grazing’, where swine are allowed brief seasonal access to orchards, reduces attack from both pests and fungus, while improving weed control and soil health, without resorting to any pesticides or other harmful chemicals. Pork and apple, it turns out, is truly a match made in heaven.

a Pearmain is a name with an uncertain etymology. Some think it might be from the French poire (‘pear’) and magne (‘great’) owing to the fruit’s resemblance to a pear. Others believe the name could relate to its ability to be kept for long periods – from the archaic French verb permainer, meaning to stay or persist.

b The Old French coste meant rib, from the earlier Latin costa. We still use the term in ‘intercostal’ to mean the muscles between the ribs.

c Shakespeare has lots of fun with both ‘costard’ and ‘costermonger’; in Love’s Labour’s Lost he gave the name ‘Costard’ to a comic character, an illiterate country bumpkin. The word was also used metaphorically to mean a person’s head – ‘Take him in the costard with the hilts of thy sword’ – in Richard III. Shakespeare even talks about ‘these costermonger times’, meaning too commercial or mercenary, a reference to the pushy fruit-dealers he saw on the streets of London.

d In the early fourteenth century, the Despensers made themselves incredibly unpopular, amassing vast wealth and possessions, often through murky dealings and blackmail. The younger Despenser became a favourite of King Edward II. Both met sticky ends, however, when Edward II’s estranged queen, Isabella, overthrew the English government, had the king imprisoned and sentenced the Despensers to particularly gruesome deaths. Hugh the Elder was hanged in his armour, beheaded and then fed to dogs. Hugh the Younger was dragged naked through the streets, castrated and then hanged, drawn and quartered.

e The most common coin in medieval England was the penny. For everyday transactions, many of which cost less than a penny, people would cut coins into halves and quarters. Hence, half-pennies and quarters.

f Apuldram, or Appledram as it’s sometimes known, probably comes from the Old English Apuldre (apple tree) and ham (homestead or estate).

g The modern Welsh word for November is still Tachwedd.
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Apple Champagne
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John Evelyn was a man who liked to get things done. He was prodigiously learned and hugely practical, a winning combination for someone who wanted to tackle England’s problems after the Civil War ended and King Charles II had been restored to the throne. Throughout his life, Evelyn had attempted to solve many of the troubles that plagued the country, from urban air pollution to poor housing, but it was horticulture that really fired him up. In 1664, he published Sylva, or a Discourse of Forest-trees, and the Propagation of Timber, one of the first works to describe England’s generous variety of trees and their uses.

Evelyn’s book wasn’t interesting only for its comprehensive list of trees. This was a text with a purpose and based on an academic paper he had presented to the Royal Society two years earlier. Evelyn could see that England was ripping through its native trees at an alarming rate. Needing them for everything from shipbuilding to furnace fuel, the country was chopping down its forests more quickly than it was replacing them. At this rate, England was heading for disaster. The solution, argued Evelyn, was extensive reforestation. Not only would this help secure the country’s timber supplies for its naval fleet but it could also solve some of the nation’s other pressing problems, including the dearth of foreign wine. With that in mind, Evelyn decided to dedicate an entire section of his book to apple trees and how they could replenish England’s dwindling alcohol supply.

Pomona, or an Appendix Concerning Fruit-trees in Relation to Cider positively fizzes with enthusiasm. Apple trees were going to save England, argued Evelyn, its trade and the nation’s health. Cider orchards would lift the public’s spirits and allow England to be finally self-sufficient in ‘one of the most delicious and wholesom Beverages in the World’. His plan was nothing if not ambitious. Everyone, including the king, noblemen, merchants and ordinary citizens, must plant apple trees. Landlords should encourage their tenants to grow fruit trees and, if gentle persuasion didn’t work, the law must ‘oblige them by covenants’. An Act of Parliament, he suggested, would be even more effective, and should demand that people plant two or three apple trees per acre or face a fine. To help the poor, wastelands and hedgerows could also be planted up with apple trees – one every hundred feet or so – and the money raised from the cider could provide ‘a most incredible relief’.

Apple orchards and their cider would ‘exhilerate the Spirits of us Hypocondriacal Islanders, and […] chase away that unsociable Spleen’; fields of apple blossom would purify and perfume the air; and our native orchards would ‘harbour a constant Aviary of sweet Singers’. Best of all, wrote Evelyn, warming to his theme, ‘if at any time we are in danger of being hindred from Trade in Forreign Countries, our English indignation may scorn to feed at their Tables, to drink of their Liquors, or otherwise to borrow or buy of Them, or of any their Confederates, so long as our Native Soyl does supply us with such excellent Necessaries’.1 English cider, Evelyn assured his readers, could solve the nation’s wine crisis at a stroke.

A number of other cider enthusiasts, or ‘ciderists’, had influenced Evelyn’s ideas. Not least of these was John Beale, rector of Yeovil, Somerset, and author of Herefordshire Orchards, a book that predated Pomona by nearly a decade and was equally passionate about the virtues of cider. Beale was evangelical about apple trees, not only for their commercial value. In orchards, he enthused: ‘we approach the resemblance of Paradise, which God with his own perfect hand had appropriated for the delight of his innocent Master piece’.2 Beale was also asked to contribute to Evelyn’s Pomona, extolling the virtues of different cider apple varieties and regions. He had clearly enjoyed a lifetime of cider testing, happily quaffing his way around much of southern and western England: ‘for thirty years I have tried all sorts of Cider in Hereford-shire, and for three years I have tried the best Cider in Somerset-shire; and for some years I have had the best Cider of Kent and Essex at my call; yet hitherto I have always found the Cider of Hereford shire the best, and so adjudged by all good Palates.’ Hic.

Herefordshire was also the home of Beale’s favourite cider apple, the ‘Red Streak’ or ‘Red Strake’. It was also known as the ‘Scudamore Crab’ and a variety Beale claimed produced the finest cider in the country. The apple had been named after Viscount Scudamore, a wealthy landowner who had raised and perfected the fruit on his Herefordshire estate, possibly after bringing the apple back from his four years as an ambassador in France in the 1630s. Before then, according to Beale, most refined folk had ignored the potential of apples as a source of liquid nectar: ‘wee had much fruite,’ he wrote sadly, ‘and were notoriously negligent of finding the benefit of it. Soe that (except in fewe places) it was an unreguarded Windy drinke fit only for clownes & day labourers.’

Its flatulence-inducing properties, however, were soon forgotten when the monarch, King Charles, limped into Hereford after a crushing defeat in battle in 1645. ‘But when the late King came to Hereford, after his overthrowe in Nasby-fight,’ Beale explained, ‘some of the gentry presented him with the best sort of redstrake, which was so hugely admird by the King […] and all the other courtiers.’3 The Red Streak had been given the royal seal of approval.

The Herefordshire Red Streak apple was rich in bitter tannins and acid, making it an unpleasant eater but a brilliant candidate for fine cider with an alcohol content close if not equal to white wine.4 Praise upon praise was heaped upon this strong but deliciously pinkish drink – English agriculturalist John Worlidge claimed it ‘surpassed the best Spanish and French wines’ in his own 1676 cider treatise Vinetum britannicum, and the beverage seemed only to improve with age. Beale had mentioned in Pomona that Red Streak cider made a ‘good drink’ almost straight away, was even better after a few months, and after a year in a barrel it took on the delicious characteristics of a rich fortified wine. If bottled and preserved to an old age, it became so alcoholic that the ‘bottles smoak at the opening and it catches flame speedily’; if you were brave enough to try a glug, it had a bracing, if not unpleasant, ‘fiery taste’.5 English fine cider was clearly enjoying a moment.
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In 1662, the same year Evelyn first presented Sylva to the Royal Society, his colleague the scientist Christopher Merret also gave a talk to the learned group about how to reliably add fizz to alcohol. For generations, brewers and winemakers had noticed that alcoholic drinks could become accidentally bubbly if they were sealed before the fermentation process had finished, leaving carbon dioxide to become trapped inside the vessel. Most alcoholic drinks, however, were stored and transported in wooden barrels, which allowed any gas to safely dissipate. Any alcohol that was stored in fragile glass bottles or pottery flasks would often explode under the immense pressure, so few people dared to create a deliberately sparkling drink.

Merret, however, described how some brave English experimenters had recently started to add sugar to all kinds of alcohol to give them an effervescent boost – a process that became known as ‘secondary fermentation’. The technique was simple, explained Merret, and involved adding ‘vast quantities of sugar & molasses to all sorts of wines to make them drink brisk & sparkling & to give them spirit as also to mend their bad tastes’.6

Secondary fermentation would eventually transform the fate of white wine, and become an essential element in the production of champagne, but it was probably English cider that first received its bubbly benefits. The first mention of the technique of adding sugar to bottles, which Merret so eloquently explained to his learned colleagues in 1662, actually appeared five years earlier in a book by a little-known horticulturalist, Ralph Austen. Austen lived in Oxford, running his own cider brewery, and generously shared much of his knowledge in his book A Treatise of Fruit Trees. In it, he waxed lyrical about the health benefits of cider and shared his hard-won knowledge on making and preserving the drink. The book’s first edition, printed in 1653, made no mention of secondary fermentation but in the second printing, published in 1657, Austen added margin notes from his ongoing experiments and observations. He had this to say about making and bottling cider:

Cider maybe kept perfect a good many years, if being settled it be drawn into bottles and well stopt with corkes and hard wax melted thereon, and bound down with pack thread, and then sunke down into a well or poole, or buried in the ground, or sand laid in a cellar.

He also added the critical words ‘Put into each bottle a lump or two of hard sugar or sugar bruised.’7 Whether Austen had truly discovered secondary fermentation we’ll never know – many regions around the world, from Limoux in France to Franciacorta in Italy, claim to have been the first – but one thing is clear: while the Benedictine monk Dom Pierre Pérignon is often credited with ‘inventing’ sparkling alcohol at the abbey of Hautvillers in north-eastern France in 1697, it seems the English had beaten him to it nearly half a century earlier, only with cider not champagne.

England and its apples are also important because, in the seventeenth century, it was the only country making bottles strong enough to contain fizzy booze. The forces created by secondary fermentation are immense – the pressure of carbon dioxide in a bottle of modern champagne, for example, is more than a car tyre and the gas can exit a champagne bottle at nearly 1,600 kilometres per second.8 In the 1630s, the eccentric entrepreneur and royal courtier Sir Kenelm Digby had developed a glass manufacturing technique, using a coal furnace, which made bottles that were far more robust and stable than its competitors – a glass that became known by the French as verre anglais.

Digby wasn’t just a man of science and a founding member of the Royal Society. He was also passionate about cider. It was a drink he knew plenty about. In a book of his recipes, published after his death, he made it clear that no ordinary apple would do: ‘Choose good Apples. Red streaks are the best for Cider to keep; Ginet-moilsa the next, then Pippins.’ He also shared one of his favourite methods for making cider, based on a recipe given to him by his old friend Dr William Harvey, a physician now famous for being the first person to correctly describe the circulation of the blood. Digby’s instructions for ‘Doctor Harvey’s Pleasant Water-Cider’ didn’t involve the sophisticated technique of secondary fermentation but the brew was lively enough that you needed to tie the stoppers into the bottles – ‘or else it will drive out the corks’.9 Given Digby’s fondness for such a potentially explosive apple brew, it’s perhaps no surprise that he ended up working hard to come up with a suitable bottle and one that would go on to revolutionise the alcohol industry.

With the heady combination of Scudamore’s Red Streak apple, Evelyn’s orchard scheme, Digby’s tough new glass bottle and the discovery of reliable secondary fermentation, England’s ‘apple champagne’ looked set to take over the world. So the obvious question is – why aren’t we all now supping English apple fizz instead of other countries’ mousseux, cava and spumante? Despite the efforts of seventeenth-century ciderists, apple fizz never became the next big thing. England had too many other quaffable and suitably intoxicating choices on offer to ever swap wholeheartedly to fine cider. And even though tariffs on French wine were still exorbitantly high, those that could afford it still drank foreign wine and, in the eighteenth century, went on to develop a taste for real French champagne.

England’s wine shortage was also partly solved thanks to the signing of the Methuen Treaty in 1703, which helped boost trade between Portugal and England. The agreement allowed English wool to be shipped tax-free into Portugal and, in return, Portuguese wines were subject to only a third of the duty imposed on French wines. Port, produced in northern Portugal, with its high alcohol content, became particularly popular and soon overtook fine cider as the preferred drink for the political and social elite. In the space of just five years between 1763 and 1767, for instance, the residents of Blenheim Palace, home of the Duke of Marlborough, worked their way through nearly five thousand bottles of the stuff.10 Port was soon dubbed the true ‘Englishman’s Wine’ and the promise of fine cider, sadly, effervesced into thin air.

One of the more interesting relics from Britain’s golden age of apple champagne and fine cider involves the most famous biblical story of all – Adam, Eve and the Apple. We all know the tale – Adam and Eve were the Bible’s first man and woman. They lived in the Garden of Eden, where they were allowed to eat the fruits of all the trees save one, the tree of knowledge of good and evil. Eve is tempted by a talking serpent into eating a forbidden apple and all hell breaks loose: God curses all three, giving Adam the burden of hard labour, Eve the pain of childbirth and the snake a life crawling on its belly.

Curiously, however, the Bible never actually mentions an apple. To quote from the King James Bible:

And the woman said to the serpent, ‘We may eat the fruit of the trees of the garden; but of the fruit of the tree which is in the midst of the garden, God has said, “You shall not eat it, nor shall you touch it, lest you die.”’

So when did the guilty fruit specifically become an apple? To begin with, the original Hebrew Bible used the generic word peri, a term that just meant ‘fruit’ and could have referred to any number of regionally grown possibilities, including apricots, lemons, pomegranates, quinces and grapes. When the Bible was translated into Latin in the fourth century, however, peri was glossed as malus, a word that meant both ‘fleshy, seed-bearing fruit’ and ‘evil’. For centuries after this Latin translation, the forbidden pome continued to appear as different fruits in paintings and texts, including peaches, figs, pears and occasionally apples (Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel fresco, for example, depicts a fig tree), but one particular poem helped secure the apple’s pole position.

In 1667, poet John Milton published his epic rewriting of the story of Adam and Eve and called it Paradise Lost. Over the 10,000-line poem Milton explicitly identified the fruit as an apple, twice.b Scholars think that Milton was enjoying the multi-layered meaning that the apple held in seventeenth-century society – that of the innocent, wholesome treat, temptingly seductive high-class drink and easily spoiled fruit. Proverbs from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries reveal that apples made a handy metaphor for the saying ‘beware false appearances’, in that a beautiful apple may hide a rotten interior. Stock phrases such as ‘The fairest apple to the eye, may have a rotten core’ and ‘The rotten apple spoils his companion’ were regularly employed.

Apples were also a well-known euphemism for a women’s virginity and sexual temptation. There are some fabulous examples including: ‘He that’s cooled with an apple and heated with an egg, over me shall never spread his leg’ and ‘I love not that any man should play with my apple; lest he should bite out a piece’. Raw applesc were also thought to rouse sexual appetite, especially if they made you fart (flatulence was thought to excite lust). ‘He who will an old wife wedd, / Lett him eat a cold apple; when he goeth to bedd.’11

The fashion for apple cider, especially apple ‘champagne’, in the seventeenth century also helped secure the apple’s reputation for intoxication and hedonism. Social commentators of the day were starting to worry about the effects of cider not just on the poorer classes, but on those ‘well-born men who fell victim to its sensual appetites’.12 People began to question the relationship between alcohol and vice, across the classes, and worried that drinking set in motion a ‘chain of sin’ that would start with minor infractions such as Sabbath-breaking or swearing but inevitably led to violence, theft and even murder. Scandalous pamphlets told tragic true-life tales of aristocrats and gentlemen falling prey to the seductions of alcohol, the ‘queen of sins’.

Drunkenness among the upper classes also threatened to undo the social order. It ‘gives evil examples to others, they draw others in to follow their own abominable filthy practice to intemperancy’.13 Even worse, inebriation set a person against God. In 1663, just four years before Milton put quill to parchment, the fire-and-brimstone religious scholar John Hart warned anyone who would listen:

Drunkenness is a flattering devil, a sweet poison (as one saith) and a delightsom sin, which who so delighteth himself in, is not himself, but a common shame even to nature it self, and perpetual disgrace to mankinde. […] Drunkenness is a sacrilegious robbing of God of his Worship.14

With such a ripe and fevered atmosphere surrounding apples and their liquor, it’s perhaps no surprise that Milton picked it as his fruit of choice for the Garden of Eden. Ironically, of all the fruits the Bible could be referring to in the original telling of Adam and Eve, it’s almost categorically impossible to have been the apple. As the aptly named scholar Robert Appelbaum points out:

The original Hebrew was unlikely to identify the fruit as an apple, in our sense of the word, because apples were not native to Palestine (though they grew in upper Asia Minor and in the higher elevations of Lebanon), and were unlikely to have been cultivated there early in the first millennium BCE.15

It’s rather wonderful to think that such a powerful motif, and one that continues to have cultural relevance, isn’t quite what it seems. The idea of a poisonous apple, given to tempt an innocent, became a common trope in folk tales and literature, most famously in Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs and in the less well-known Grimm fairy tale the Juniper Tree, a horribly dark and violent bedtime story about a murderous mother and cannibalistic father. Swap the apple for a pomegranate or lemon and, well, the story just loses its zing.

The link between women’s sexuality, orchards and stolen apples, however, has remained a powerful motif that appears time and time again in literature. D. H. Lawrence’s once-scandalous Lady Chatterley’s Lover, first privately published in 1928, drew heavily on the metaphor. In an angry exchange between Mellors, the gamekeeper, and Lady Chatterley’s protective older sister Hilda, Mellors compares Lady Chatterley to windfall apples, to be taken freely, while Hilda is a sour, unpleasant crab:

An’ if I get a windfall, I thank my stars. A man gets a lot of enjoyment out o’ that lass theer, which is more than anybody gets out o’ th’ likes o’ you. Which is a pity, for you might appen a’ bin a good apple, ’stead of a handsome crab. Women like you needs proper graftin’.

In 1857 Christina Rossetti published ‘An Apple Gathering’, a poem written shortly after she split from her first love, the pre-Raphaelite painter James Collinson. Collinson’s personal battle with religion, flip-flopping between Catholicism and the Church of England, effectively ended his relationship with the teenage Rossetti. The poem is a deeply personal response, the heroine a ‘fallen woman’ ruined by premarital sex. The allusion is clear – Rossetti’s innocence is the blossom, plucked before it even had chance to grow, leaving her bereft and empty-handed:

I plucked pink blossoms from mine apple-tree

 And wore them all that evening in my hair:

Then in due season when I went to see

 I found no apples there.

With dangling basket all along the grass

 As I had come I went the selfsame track:

My neighbours mocked me while they saw me pass

 So empty-handed back.

POMADE

In the middle of the seventeenth century, botanist and physician Nicholas Culpeper wrote a beautifully comprehensive and almost entirely useless list of the medicinal uses of apples: ‘Sweet Apples loosen the Belly and drive forth wormes,’ he wrote. ‘Sowr Apples stop the Belly and provoke Urin: Pippin and Pearmain help to dissolve Melancholly humours, and to procure Mirth […] all Apples loosen the Belly and pleasure the Stomach by their coolness.’ Taken internally, pondered Culpeper, apples were clearly beneficial, but their purported uses didn’t stop there. All manner of apple pastes, liquids and pulps could also be applied topically:

A rotten Apple applyed to eyes blood-shotten or enflamed with heat, or that are black and blue about them by any stroke or fall, and bound to all day and night helpeth them quickly […] The Juice of Crabs or Cyder applyed with wet cloaths therein to scabbed or burnt places coolleth, healeth, and draweth forth the fire.

As a final afterthought, Culpeper added a surprisingly effective recommendation for chapped skin: ‘The Ointment called Pomatum, if sweet and well made, helpeth the Chops in the lips or hands, and maketh smooth and supple the rough skin of the hands or face parched with wind or other accidents.’16 Pomatum was the latinised version of ‘pomade’, a word we now use to describe a male grooming product that gives hair a slick lustre. Few people realise that the ‘pom’ bit of ‘pomade’ derived from one of its main ingredients – apples – and that it was designed as a cream for the skin, not just the hair. John Gerard, in his Herball, or Generall historie of plantes, described the soothing balm:

There is likewise made an ointment with the pulpe of Apples and Swines grease and Rose water, which is used to beautifie the face, and to take away the roughnesse of the skin, which called in shops Pomatum, of the Apples whereof it is made.17

Samuel Pepys, writing in his diary when he was having a plaster cast made of his face in 1669, complained about having to ‘daub all my face over with pomatum’.18 Just four years later, William Salmond published a practical book for artists called Polygraphice. Among his reams of advice on drawing, gilding and engraving, he also included a curious section on painting yourself. Not self-portraits, but actually applying paint to the face and body to make oneself more beautiful.

In what has to be one of the earliest English texts on the art of make-up, Salmon boasted he would ‘teach you lippid mortals to retrace the steps of youthfulness, and to transform the wrinkled hide of Hecuba, into the tenderist skin of the Greatest of Beauties’. His words were clearly aimed at women and exploited their insecurities in a way modern cosmetic companies could only dream of. ‘Borrow our artificial beautifiers’, claimed Salmon confidently, ‘and become splendid, that you may be fit to be gathered by the hand of some metamorphosed Hero.’19 He also, helpfully, included a recipe for pomatum:

To make unguentum pomatum, or ointment of apples
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Take Hogs Lard three pound, Sheeps Suet nine ounces, bruised Cloves one drachm, Aqua Rosarum two ounce, Pomwaters pared and sliced one pound, boil all to the Consumption of the Rose water; then strain without pressing, to every pound of which add oil of Rhodium and Cinnamon of each thirty drops.

While apples, rosewater and cinnamon would have no doubt boosted the pomatum’s sweet perfume, rhodium oil was a peculiar choice. Its minty aroma also happened to make it irresistible to rats, ferrets, beavers and other ‘vermin’. Trappers still use oil of rhodium as a lure today. Salmon also specified one particular variety of apple – ‘Pomwaters’ or Pomewaters. This ancient variety is mentioned as early as 1432, in John Lydgate’s epic poem Henry VI’s Triumphal Entry into London, while Shakespeare also knew the fruit by name – ‘ripe as the Pomewater, who now hangeth like a jewel…’20

Whether the Pomewater apple survives in a hidden corner of the English countryside isn’t known but it’s now sadly regarded as one of history’s long-lost varieties. From its description by the great botanist John Parkinson in Paradisi in Sole Paradisus Terrestris, published in 1629, the Pomewater’s short shelf life might have led to its eventual downfall. Parkinson noted that ‘The Pomewater is an excellent, good and great whitish apple full of sap and moisture’, making it ideal for moisturising pomatum, ‘but a little bitter withall; it will not last long, the winter frosts soon causing it to rot and perish.’21

By the mid-eighteenth century, recipes for home-made pomades abound but not all specify the need to use Pomewater apples. Indeed, many don’t demand the inclusion of apples at all. By this time, both pomade and pomatum are terms loosely applied to all manner of face and hair treatments, many of which asked for the most bizarre ingredients. French doctor Antoine Le Camus, in his 1754 cosmetics guide Abdeker, Or, The Art of Preserving Beauty, recommended pomades fashioned from leeks, spermaceti,e calf’s stomach lining and, incredibly, the contents of the village pond.

A snail pomatum
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take as many Snails as you please, and beat them in a Mortar with a sufficient Quantity of the Oil of Sweet Almonds: Strain by Expression, and add an Ounce of Virgin-Wax for every four Ounces of Oil. Wash the Whole in the Water of Frog’s Spawn, and add a few Drops of the Essence of Lemons, in order to correct the bad Smell.

Le Camus claimed his book was a translation of a work by the fifteenth-century Arabian physician Abdeker, who was in love with one of the women from the sultan’s harem. To conceal his lover’s blushes, Abdeker was said to have invented a number of cosmetics that masked her true countenance so that ‘the Passions might have their Play without being perceived’.22 No doubt a stagnant mollusc face mask would have done the trick nicely.

a The Genet-Moyle apple. British pomologist Robert Hogg mentions it in his 1886 ‘The Apple & Pear As Vintage Fruits’ as ‘the favourite apple in the cider orchards of the 15th century, and continued to do so until Lord Scudamore’s Redstreak supplanted it in popular esteem’. [United Kingdom: Jakeman & Carver., 1886 p.124]

b ‘To satisfy the sharp desire I had / Of tasting those fair apples’ and ‘with an apple; he, thereat / Offended’ (Books IX & X, www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/26).

c The origins of the phrase ‘An apple a day keeps the doctor away’ aren’t fully known but plenty of seventeenth-century physicians’ books prescribe apples for all manner of ailments. The broader notion of eating an apple, to keep oneself healthy or help a patient recover their spirits, also appears at this time. In The Doctor’s Physician, by Nicolas Frémont d’Ablancourt, published in 1685, for example, the writer gives specific instructions on how best to treat a convalescing patient: ‘And as a transcendent kindness, they shall have for desert the half of a little roasted apple, or a little of the liquor of stewed berries, with a little piece of bisket. All this delivered in a coaxing tone, with a smirkling mouth.’[p. 170] By the 1860s, a Welsh proverb had captured the qualities of a daily apple – ‘Eat an apple on going to bed, / And you’ll keep the doctor from earning his bread’ – but it’s interesting to note that in Thomas Nash’s 1592 work, Pierce Pennilesse, he tells the story of Friar Alphonsus, King Philip II of Spain’s confessor, who kept himself healthy and virtuous by eating nothing but one apple a day. ‘An apple a day’ may not only be a sensible proverb about eating vitamin-rich fruit but also taps into centuries-old ideas about moderation and spiritual contentment.

d William Salmon (1644–1713) was a fascinating man; a curious blend of self-taught doctor, canny entrepreneur and brazen plagiarist. Alongside practising medicine and selling home-made remedies, Salmon wrote books on a broad range of topics including medicine, astrology, cooking and art, often blatantly copying previous authors’ works. Contemporary critics branded the ‘King of Quacks’ a cheat and a charlatan, but Salmon had the last laugh; his treatise on art, Polygraphice, was wildly successful. First published in 1672, it went through eight editions and by 1701, on the final printing, had sold over 15,000 copies, making Salmon a wealthy man. Salmon also wrote The Family Dictionary, a book that included some brilliantly odd apple-based cures. For ‘Eyes Inflamed’ he advised the patient to ‘Take the juice of a rotten Pippin; some Hen-dung, that of it which is the whitest; beat the White of an Egg very fine, burn the Hen-dung to Pouder, put the Apple-juice to the White of the Egg; add Loaf sugar finely scraped and having well mixed them together, dip a Feather in them, and drop a few drops into the Eyes.’ This agonisingly corrosive blend would, he promised, see you right in no time; although you’d probably be ‘winking hard to keep it in’.

e Spermaceti is a waxy substance found in the head cavities of the sperm whale or bottlenose whale. It was a popular ingredient in cosmetics, creams and, later, made a useful industrial lubricant. It was called spermaceti because whalers, erroneously, thought the substance was the coagulated semen of the whale.
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Spitters and Goodwives
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In 1523, the Italian sailor Giovanni da Verrazzano was hugging the coastline of North America. For three decades, European explorers and traders had been trying to discover a way of sailing west from Europe to Asia, but kept finding their way blocked by land, ice and treacherous seas.

Heading north up New England’s coastline, Verrazzano decided to drop anchor and come ashore. For two weeks, the mariner and his men explored the area near what is now Newport, on Rhode Island. The captain and crew were deeply impressed by everything they found, from the ‘most beautiful’ Narragansett people to their agricultural fields ‘so fertile that any seed would produce excellent crops’. Verrazzano was captivated by what he viewed as a veritable paradise on earth. On venturing some nineteen miles into the interior, he delighted at a ‘country as pleasant as is possible to conceive’. In the woods, he ‘found… apples, plumbs, filberts, and many other fruits, but all of a different kind from ours’.1 Indeed, he was so impressed by the region’s native crab apple – perhaps after too many weeks at sea without a piece of fresh fruit in sight – he dubbed them ‘apples worthy of Lucullus’, one of ancient Rome’s most famous gourmands.

This is the first written description of apples in America. Many of us imagine that indigenous people of that time would have subsisted entirely by hunting and gathering. In reality, a number of First Nation and American Indian communities practised farming and carefully manipulated their wild food resources. Evidence suggests that some of these indigenous groups also kept ‘forest gardens’, where crab apples and other fruits and nuts were planted and managed within a woodland setting, and that families inherited the responsibility for looking after and harvesting specific apple trees.2

Despite the abundance of wild fruits and vegetables already growing on America’s native soil, when the Pilgrim Fathers sailed from England and arrived at Cape Cod, Massachusetts, in 1620 they were determined to recreate their landscapes of home. Not only did they aspire to be self-sufficient, but the Pilgrims also arrived in the ‘promised land’ fully resolved to preserve their cultural and religious identity through the crops they grew and foods they ate. More than half of the one hundred or so English settlers died during their first winter, from malnutrition and cold, but the following spring, the remaining Pilgrims set about allotting plots of land to each family. Barley, peas and maize were planted first but soon more ships and settlers landed. One list of stores sent over from England in 1629 included ‘vine-planters, wheat, rye barley, oats, a hogshead of each in the ear: beans, pease, stones of all sorts of fruits, as peaches, plums, filberts, cherries: pear, apple, quince kernels: pomegranates, woad seed, saffron heads, liquorice seed, madder roots, potatoes, hop-roots, hemp seed, flax seed, currant plants, and madder seeds’.3

‘Apple kernels’ or pips would have easily survived the two gruelling months at sea. The settlers, however, would have known that they were taking their chances planting apples from seeds – each tree, as we already know, could produce vastly unpredictable fruit, some delicious, some horribly tart. Those few who could afford it, therefore, sent instructions back to their homeland to dispatch apple saplings or rootstock, carefully packaged for the journey. John Winthrop Jr, the son of the Massachusetts Bay Colony governor, for instance, sent a specific request for his favourite variety. Winthrop Jr was in the process of trying to build a new settlement at what is now the coastal town of Ipswich, about forty miles as the crow flies from Cape Cod. The first year, 1663, was spent in dire, makeshift shelters, but by the following spring Winthrop and his small band of twelve men felt ready to ask their wives and children to join them in the wilderness.

To help establish an orchard at the site, Winthrop wrote to his friends the Downing brothers, in London, asking for ‘quodlins’ or Codlinga apples to be shipped as soon as possible. The cost and inconvenience of packing such vulnerable cargo was clear from the correspondence, which required the plants to be sent from a plant nursery up to London, placed carefully into an ‘oyster firkin’ and watched like a hawk throughout the journey: ‘for if the shipp master hath not especiall care of them by the way, in one ten dayes they will quite wither and so never grow’.4 By all accounts, Winthrop’s horticultural experiments in Ipswich were a success. In another letter to a London friend, Winthrop boasted that his ‘grounds are apt for hempe, flaxe, and rape seeds, and all sorts of rootes pumpkins, and other fruits, which for last and wholesomeness far excede those of England’.5 How his Codlin apples fared in the long term isn’t known but it’s hoped they lasted longer than Winthrop’s wife and young child, who perished within just a few months of arriving on site.

Along with Old World apples, colonists also introduced honeybees to America, which had long been used to pollinate European orchards. Honey was a useful sweetener, before sugar from the Caribbean became a cheap commodity, and a means by which, along with beeswax, settlers could earn extra income. The first beehives were received in 1622, sent by the Virginia Company of London to the governor of Jamestown, in the hope the number of bees might quickly expland: ‘Wee have by this Shipp and the Discoverie sent you divrs [diverse] sortes of seedes, and fruit trees […] and Beehives, as you shall by the invoice pceiue [perceive]; the preservation & encrease whereof we respond unto you.’6 American wild bees were perfectly efficient pollinators of apple orchards but, annoyingly for the colonists, didn’t produce any honey.b The settlers’ immigrant honeybee thrived on foreign soil and began to spread its wings, along with different styles of beekeeping brought over from various European countries. From their small beginnings, honeybees soon spread north and west into new territories. In 1785 Thomas Jefferson discussed the introduction of honeybees in his Notes on the State of Virginia: ‘The honey-bee is not a native of our continent […] The Indians concur with us in the tradition that it was brought from Europe; but when, and by whom, we know not. The bees have generally extended themselves into the country, a little in advance of the white settlers. The Indians therefore call them the white man’s fly,c and consider their approach as indicating the approach of the settlements of the whites.’

Most early apple trees in America would have come from seeds. These would have grown into fruit trees which then cross-pollinated with both native crab apples and other Old World apple trees newly arrived, to produce a huge variety of novel, often unrecorded varieties. The skills of propagation and grafting, however, also travelled the Atlantic waves and soon a number of home-grown cultivars began to emerge.

The title for the first apple variety to be deliberately bred in America is hotly contested, with both the ‘Roxbury Russet’ and the ‘Yellow Sweeting’ vying for the prize. The Roxbury Russet – a greyish-green apple that stores and eats well, and makes a decent juice or cider – is said to have originated in the town of the same name, in Massachusetts, in the early seventeenth century. It’s also thought to have been taken to Connecticut sometime after 1649, but the fruit doesn’t seem to be mentioned specifically by name until the 1820s.7 The Yellow Sweeting, a fruit with a similarly vague heritage, is also thought to have originated in the early seventeenth century thanks to the efforts of one Reverend William Blaxton.

Born in England, Blaxton set sail for America in 1623, three years after the Pilgrims had safely arrived in the New World.8 Blaxton’s plan was to oversee the spiritual health of the hundred or so families who had sailed with him to set up a colony in New England. After a series of disappointments and desperate weather, by 1625 most of his party had returned home or settled elsewhere. Blaxton, however, decided to persevere, preferring to eke out a living on a large tract of land on what is now Boston’s Beacon Hill. There he lived as an industrious and learned hermit until 1630, when a new wave of settlers arrived – the Puritans – whose religious fervour and lack of tolerance compelled Blaxton to move further south and make a new home in what is present-day Cumberland, Rhode Island.

Accounts vary but it seems Blaxton started his first orchard at Beacon Hill, which continued to be fruitful well into the mid-eighteenth century, and planted another when he arrived on Rhode Island. How he did this isn’t clear but it’s possible Blaxton initially brought apple seeds with him from England, either deliberately purchased or saved from fruit he’d eaten along the way. Rather than plant an orchard twice, from seed, he may have also transplanted young apple trees from Beacon Hill to Cumberland or, as one biographer suggested, transported ‘apple shoots gingerly wrapped in moist burlap’.9 In 1765, the Rhode Island governor Stephen Hopkins wrote of Blaxton, ‘He had the first of that sort called yellow sweetings, that were ever in this world; perhaps the richest and most delicious apple of the whole kind. Many of the trees, which he planted about one hundred and thirty years ago, are still pretty thrifty fruit bearing trees.’10 Even as late as the 1930s, descendants of these first Yellow Sweetings could still be found in Rhode Island’s gnarliest orchards.

By the mid-eighteenth century, the demand for specific apple varieties had grown to such an extent that shrewd entrepreneurs could specialise in selling grafted trees to colonists and homesteaders in wholesale numbers. One advert, placed in The Pennsylvania Gazette in 1773, gives us a delightful glimpse of the range of apples America had to offer – a broad mix of European fruit, ancient cultivars, New World strains and varieties now lost in time:

The subscriber takes this method to inform the public in general, and his old customers in particular, that he has the largest assortment of APPLE TREES, perhaps, in this province, consisting of vandevers, house apples, Pennock apples, collets, Romannights, English codlins, English gusibites, ladyfingers, Newtown pippins, rumbors, early ripes, and divers other sorts, too tedious to mention; all sorts of grafted trees fold upon the spot, for Six-pence each tree, delivered at Philadelphia, Chester or Wilmington, for Seven-pence per tree; taking five hundred or upwards together. The best time for planting, I think, is November, March, and April.11

Rifling through this delectable list, it’s interesting to see what varieties were deemed worthy of cultivating and where they originated. Codlins came originally from England and had been valued for centuries as a cooking apple; ladyfingers too, an immigrant from England, and usually grown for cider. Rumbors, or rambours, had been grown in northern France since at least the sixteenth century, and were often picked under-ripe for pies and apple sauce. The vandevere is a cider and cooking apple first found growing wild in Brooklyn by a Dutch settler in the mid-seventeenth century. The American cultivar known as the ‘house apple’ was used solely for cider, while Pennocks and Romannights were both probably first developed in Pennsylvania for juice and cider.

Interestingly, the Newton Pippin was the first American-born variety to be exported in any great quantity back to England. As described by the Victorian pomologist Robert Hogg, the Newton Pippin ‘when in perfection, is not to be surpassed’,12 especially when it was left to mature and sweeten for a few months after harvest. Benjamin Franklin, one of the founding fathers of the United States, was so taken with the apple variety that he asked his wife, Deborah, to ship over barrels of Newton Pippins during the long periods he spent living in England in the middle of the eighteenth century. In a letter he penned to his wife back in Philadelphia, Franklin noted with some regret: ‘Goodeys I now and then get a few; but roasting Apples seldom, I wish you had sent me some; and I wonder how you, that used to think of everything, came to forget it. Newton Pippins would have been the most acceptable.’13

The Newton Pippin proved to be one of many American-born varieties that whetted Britain’s appetite but didn’t flourish on its soil. ‘The New-Town Pippin is a fine apple in a good season,’ wrote Scottish botanist William Forsyth in 1803, ‘but seldom ripens with us. It is held in great esteem in America.’14 If the British wanted American apples, they’d have to ship them over. As soon as American fruit hit British shores, however, it was faced with steep import duties, a tax that put the fruit out of the reach of the average man on the street. As we’ll see in the next chapter, it would take a royal intervention to change all that.
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Apples, check. Bees, check. But what about brewers? Who was going to turn the colonies’ orchards into useful produce? While some of the apple crop grown in early America would have been eaten as fresh or cooked fruit, much of it was destined for cider. Alcohol was widely consumed. Not only was it a social lubricant but, more importantly, drinks such as ale and cider offered much-needed calories, gave relief from illness and pain, and offered an alternative to water which, in many places, was home to disease or mosquito larvae. Alcohol also played a key role in rural rituals and collective activity – barn raisings, birthings, sewing bees, farm work and even elections.d Lack of refrigeration meant that soft drinks – such as milk or fruit juice – wouldn’t keep, while exotic imports such as tea and coffee were yet to become affordable or commonplace. Home-brewed alcohol was also useful for natural remedies, cosmetic treatments, cleaning agents and was even thought to promote good health.

Of all the alcoholic beverages, however, cider or cyder defined the early colonies. It’s a drink that settlers guzzled in staggering quantities, historians putting the estimate anywhere between 15 and 54 gallons per person per year.15 Even after it carried on fermenting and turned into vinegar, apple cider was still immensely useful for pickling, washing, medicine and much more besides. Barley had been brought to North America by colonists in the early seventeenth century, its cultivation largely driven by the desire to produce beer. These early varieties of barley, however, were ill-suited to their new climate and struggled to thrive – unlike many of the apples that had been planted at the same time. As we already know, planting an apple seed often results in a markedly different variety, a reproductive strategy that helps the apple adapt to new environments and resist disease. Many of the apple pips planted by the settlers would have grown into ‘spitters’, apples that share the characteristic of their wild ancestors in being too bitter for eating but perfect for cider. Or, as American essayist and poet Henry David Thoreau put it in 1862, ‘sour enough to set a squirrel’s teeth on edge and make a jay scream’.16

Making cider was just one of the many skills a respectable colonist’s ‘goodwife’ was expected to have, along with the ability to bake, sew and perform other household tasks. One of the hottest books off the press at this time was Gervase Markham’s The English hus-wife, a 1615 collection of recipes and remedies that every ‘compleate woman’, in Markham’s opinion, should know: ‘shee must not then by any meanes bee ignorant in the provision of Bread and Drinke’, he wrote, giving specific instructions for both summer sweet cider, and winter or ‘sowre cider’, which could be kept for longer.17 Some of the first permanent settlements in America, however, were desperately short of women. Different regions were colonised for different reasons. Many of the people who sailed to New England came to establish a new community where their faith could be practised without fear of persecution. In the list of Mayflower passengers most were married couples, or families with daughters and sons in tow. The southern colonies, by contrast, were started primarily as economic ventures, and populated by single men seeking land and wealth. In Virginia, for instance, men outnumbered women six to one in the early decades of the seventeenth century and three to one as late as the 1680s.

And so, along with apple seedlings and bees, requests were sent back to England for ‘young, handsome and honestlie educated maides’,18 women who would not only be happy to marry lonely settlers but also possessed a special raft of skills – especially brewing – to make life more bearable. The Virginia Company offered substantial incentives for women brave enough to make the long trip, including a dowry of clothes and bedding, and free transport. Over the space of two years, around one hundred and fifty females – some as young as fifteen – went out to Virginia, armed with written recommendations of their skills in ‘huswifery’. Allice Burges, for example, could ‘brue, bake and make malte’, while Ann Tanner could ‘spin and sewe’ but also ‘brue and bake, make butter and cheese’.19

Even with the influx of America’s first ‘mail order’ brides, however, some settlements simply couldn’t make enough cider to meet demand. One particularly bad-tempered account, written by the English traveller John Hammond in 1656, complained that there was nothing but water and milk to drink in some parts of Virginia and Maryland, despite his observation that ‘the Country is full of gallant Orchards, and the fruit generally more luscious and delightfull then here’. For Hammond, the lack of available beverages could be firmly blamed on the ‘goodwives (if I may so call them)’, who ‘are negligent and idle […] because they are sloathful and careless: but I hope this Item will shame them out of those humors, that they will be adjudged by their drink, what kinde of Housewives they are’.20

It was into this cider-soaked world that Johnny Appleseed was born. Despite his legend as a wandering, pip-tossing folk hero, his real story is more nuanced than the legend. His narrative has also been rewritten through the ages, depending on what America wanted to say about itself. Through time, Appleseed has been a saint of the frontier, the pious and frugal farmer’s friend, the civiliser of ‘savages’, an early conservationist and animal lover, the itinerant, barefoot missionary and, in the twentieth century, a savvy entrepreneur. In reality, little is known about his motives. Appleseed, whose real name was John Chapman, was born in 1774 in Massachusetts. Depending on which account you read, in his teens or early twenties, Chapman headed west. His destination was the Ohio river, which at that time represented the edge of the colonists’ world – the American frontier. Beyond this point lay millions of acres of wilderness, ancestral land from which Native Americans were being gradually driven. It also represented a huge real-estate opportunity for speculators and pioneer farmers willing to take a risk.

In 1792, the Ohio Company of Associates put out a tempting offer – 100 free acres of land to anyone willing to settle. There was just one proviso – you had to plant fifty apple trees and twenty peach trees within the first three years, proof that you were willing to stay and start farming. Chapman saw a business opportunity – he predicted where colonists would want to settle and would clear a patch of land in advance. There, he’d plant apple seeds which he had scavenged from cider makers’ apple pulp, fence around the plot with brushwood, and then sell, swap or donate the seedlings to pioneers when they finally arrived, depending on what they could afford.

Viewed by some as one of the earliest examples of social enterprise, Chapman’s orchard planting not only helped pioneers to secure homesteads but also introduced countless novel types of apple to America. Through his planting, he also transformed tribal lands and helped, consciously or not, to dispossess the people who had lived there for thousands of years. No one knows how many trees Chapman planted over his fifty-year spree, but estimates range from hundreds of thousands to millions. Chapman also kept some of the land he cultivated for himself and left his sister more than 1,200 acres of orchards across several states – no mean inheritance from a man who, on his death, was witnessed wearing ‘a coarse coffee-sack, with a hole cut through the centre through which he passed his head’, and scraps of cut-up trousers which ‘lapped like shingles’ around his lower body.21

What’s perhaps less well known, outside of the US at least, is that Johnny Appleseed’s trees were not planted primarily for wholesome sweet apples, but for hard drink. Chapman was deeply religious. He followed the Church of the New Jerusalem, a spiritual organisation inspired by the teachings of Emanuel Swedenborg, a Swedish scientist and theologian. Devotees of the Swedenborg faith disapproved of drunkenness – Swedenborg had long despaired at his native country’s ‘immoderate use of spiritous liquors’ and members of the New Church were among some of the leaders in the early temperance movement.22 Chapman’s faith, however, also didn’t allow him to graft apple trees, which was seen as interfering with God’s natural plan, and so he propagated apples by seeds, a sure-fire way to grow plenty of spitters. In what has to be one of history’s beautiful ironies, Chapman’s adherence to his Swedenborgian ideals helped cider, and its fiery cousin applejack, fuel America’s early drinking habits.

APPLEJACK

During the American Civil War, chaplain John Wesley Hanson travelled with the Sixth Regiment Massachusetts Volunteer Militia, keeping a detailed diary of their adventures. Hanson was determined to record not those few, vainglorious moments that occur in the theatre of war but instead to give ‘a plain, unvarnished account’ of the day-to-day experiences of a peacetime corps thrown into combat duty. From Hanson’s notes it seems that one of the greatest threats to the Sixth Regiment didn’t come from bullets or battle wounds, but booze. Or, more specifically, applejack:

Apropos of applejack, this diabolical fluid – a sort of cross between camphenee and fire-and-brimstone – is one of the worst enemies our soldiers encountered. A small drink sets a soldier’s brain on fire, with the fearfullest frenzy of drunkenness possible to man. […] I saw our pickets, on the very brink of danger, so drunk that they could scarcely sit on their horses; and I do not wonder that our army has sometimes been surprised by the enemy. One soldier from a Western regiment, in an altercation with a comrade, was struck over the head by a blow that broke his skull, and drove the hammer of the lock into his brain. The surgeon left him for dead, in charge of another; and, on the arrival of the regiment in camp, preparations were made for his funeral, and his grave was dug. But when the rear guard of cavalry came along, not clearly understanding the case, he was made to mount a horse and ride home, a dozen miles. He did so, and then walked a half mile from the cavalry camp to his own, passing by his grave, and recovered.23

Applejack was cider transformed into rocket fuel. Almost as soon as New England’s new colonists began fermenting apple juice for cider, they discovered how to create an even more intoxicating brew. When wooden barrels of cider were left outside, in winter’s bitterly cold temperatures, the water in the cider would freeze but not the alcohol. The ice was then removed, leaving a concentrated apple liquor behind. The more times this process was repeated, the stronger the concentrate. Freeze-distilling the cider ‘jacked up’ its strength, turning it from a modestly alcoholic drink of less than 10 per cent into hard liquor, often 30 per cent or more, hence the name ‘applejack’.

Applejack proved immensely popular with military men in the Civil War, helping to numb pain, forge friendships and block out fear, but applejack and American soldiers go back even further in time. Soon after William Laird emigrated from Scotland to Monmouth County, New Jersey, in 1698, he began making applejack for friends and family. By the eighteenth century, Laird’s descendants were making apple liquor good enough to earn the attention of George Washington, who wrote to the family in the 1760s asking them to share their recipe for ‘cyder spirits’. During the Revolutionary War, between 1775 and 1783, Robert Laird served as a soldier under Washington and supplied enough applejack to the troops to warrant opening America’s first commercial distillery in 1780. The family still runs Laird & Company today.

Even for battle-hardened, heavy drinkers, applejack was ruinous in any great quantity. Dubbed ‘Jersey lightning’, hedgehog quills, crack skull, essence of lockjaw and many other fierce nicknames, applejack taken to excess caused a condition known as apple palsy, caused by its toxically high levels of methanol and fusel alcohol. Rather like the seventeenth-century Gin Craze, when England suffered from the social and economic consequences of cheap gin, by the nineteenth century some of America’s commentators had started to worry about the effects of applejack on its citizens. From blind-drunk soldiers falling off horses to voters being bribed with liquor, applejack was beginning to get a bad reputation. ‘Procure a quart of applejack and carry it home with you at night,’ wrote one journalist sarcastically as a ‘Cure for Hard Times’ in 1837: ‘Drink this up, kick your wife and children out of doors, go to bed and snooze until morning, and it will be strange if you do not find times easier and money aplenty.’24

Others sprang to applejack’s defence, however, claiming it was simply a case of preparing the drink in a correct, homely fashion. One mid-nineteenth-century recipe, for ‘Edgefield Hot Toddy’, claimed to turn applejack into a drink that ‘exhilarates and scarcely inebriates’ with the simple addition of cooked apple pulp.25

Edgefield hot toddy
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take of apples (Northern Pippins if possible) four of the largest – bake them slowly but thoroughly – and pour them in a large pitcher [with] one quart of Apple Jack […] throw in three or four cloves, some mace, lemon-peel, and a stick of cinnamon; cover with a towel and let it steam for 5 minutes; dissolve nearly a tea-cup of sugar in a quart of hot water; and then mix all together; stir well, breaking the apples into pieces, and the drink is ready. If the participant desire to steer clear of the pool of inebriation, he only has to be sure to eat enough of the cooked apple.

Few were convinced. One gentleman farmer from New Jersey complained hysterically that ‘Few indeed who have not read the most terrible chapters of human misery, or acted the greatest sorrows, can form any adequate conception of the horror, suffering, punishment, and remorse, symbolized by those two words – Apple-Jack!’ Calling it a ‘remorseless devil’ and ‘Satanic brewage’, he feared for the very souls of those who imbibe:

You will not only drink once, but, in a kind of dreamy horror, and because, as it were, the very extremes of disgust and desire approach so nearly that you can scarce be certain upon which you stand — you will drink again. It is possible you may survive your second drink. I say, if you be a man of herculean frame and ostrich digestion, you may live after it and go about as if nothing were the matter with you. But you are deluded; your life is prolonged for a little while, but it is only at the expense of your entire constitution. Your doom is sealed. The recording angel jots down ‘Apple-Jack’ after your name, and leaves you. He has no further interest in you. Thenceforth, the fiend has a mortgage on you, his grasp is on your vitals.26

It was perhaps this wild reputation that appealed to applejack’s most famous drinker, author of the Grapes of Wrath, John Steinbeck. In the 1960s, Steinbeck admitted, unapologetically, ‘I have always lived violently, drunk hugely, eaten too much or not at all, slept around the clock or missed two nights of sleeping, worked too hard and too long in glory, or slobbed for a time in utter laziness. I’ve lifted, pulled, chopped, climbed, made love with joy and taken my hangovers as a consequence, not as a punishment.’27 Steinbeck’s favourite tipple was a ‘Jack Rose’ cocktail, a heady concoction of applejack, grenadine and lemon or lime juice. Appropriately, the drink was named after Bald Jack Rose, a notorious gangster-turned-informant in early twentieth-century New York, and certainly packed a punch, especially if you knocked it back quickly:

Jack Rose cocktail
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Combine ½ jigger Grenadine, 1 jigger of lemon juice, cracked ice and two jiggers of Applejack in a cocktail shaker or blender. Add a dash of egg white. Shake well and strain into cocktail glass. Enjoy without haste.28

a The English Codlin apple is a very old variety of cooking apple, probably named after the verb ‘to coddle’, which meant to cook fruit slowly. Lots of cooking varieties ended up being called codlins – Winter Codlins, French Codlins, Royal Codlins and so on.

b North America did have its own native honeybee, but it was millions of years before any humans arrived. Remains of a fossilised species Apis nearctica, or the Nevada bee, show that honeybees were buzzing around stateside at least 14 million years ago but went extinct around 9 million years later when the climate began to cool. The honeybee wouldn’t be seen again in North America until the early seventeenth century and the introduction of Apis mellifera, or the European honeybee.

c Whether the Native American people actually called honeybees the ‘white man’s fly’ isn’t certain – the term was coined by a Puritan pastor, John Eliot, who in 1663 translated the entire Bible into Algonquin, with the aim of being able to convert the locals. On discovering that there was no Algonquin word for honeybee, Eliot confidently claimed the Native Americans used the term ‘white man’s fly’, although little proof exists of its use.

d When George Washington first ran for the House of Burgesses, the representative assembly in colonial Virginia, he blamed his defeat on his failure to win over potential voters with free booze. The next time he ran, two years later, Washington delivered 144 gallons of cider and other drinks to the polling stations to induce people to vote. The strategy worked; Washington gained almost two votes for every gallon of booze and won a decisive victory.

e In the early nineteenth century, lamps burned lots of different types of fuel including vegetable oil, tallow and whale blubber. By the time of the Civil War, a new fuel had become popular called camphene. It was a lively blend of turpentine, alcohol and camphor oil. And, while it was cheap to buy, it was also explosively and often lethally volatile.
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Awash with Apples
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On a cold February morning in London in 1838, the wife of the American ambassador was writing to her family back in Virginia. Sallie Coles Stevenson had been sent two barrels of apples from her home county. One arrived full of rotten fruit but inside the other barrel, with each apple wrapped separately in paper, the fruit was as perfect as perfect could be. The contents were so delicious that the Stevensons immediately sent two dozen Virginian apples to the newly crowned Queen Victoria.

The American apples – Newton Pippins – went down a storm. ‘They were eaten & praised by Royal lips, and swallowed by many aristocratic throats,’ gushed Mrs Stevenson in her diary. ‘In a day or two I received […] the royal acknowledgement and the assurance of their having been much admired & dining with Lord Durham soon after, he told me my apples had created a great sensation at the Palace.’ The ambassador’s wife also noted, with a wry sparkle, ‘that it had been feared they would have been the death of the Premier, Lord Melbone [sic], who after the Queen retired, had actually eaten two of immense size, & that all who had seen him perpetrate the rash act had considered him as a dead man but lo! he lived unharmed.’1

According to a later biographer of the Stevenson family, the Newton Pippin apple became the queen’s favourite. Not only was it regarded as the ‘Court apple’ but the fruit was given special dispensation to enter Britain duty-free, unlike most foreign produce at the time. A grove, in Albemarle County, Virginia, also earned the prestigious title of the ‘Royal Orchard’ thanks to it being one of the Queen’s sole suppliers of the fruit ‘she loved so well’.2

Apples seem such an unpretentious fruit for the great and good of English society to be getting excited about. And yet, the beginning of the nineteenth century marked a turning point in how fresh fruit, especially apples, was viewed. While the early eighteenth century had been characterised by a few varieties, most destined for cider and cooking, the early nineteenth century saw a proliferation of new, sweeter strains, many good enough to eat straight from the tree. The discovery and cultivation of new types of apple also became a pursuit worthy enough to attract some of the biggest names in science and high society. As Christopher Stocks noted, in his brilliant Forgotten Fruits, ‘the nineteenth [century] was when apples, like so many other crops, became the subject of scientific enquiry and careful categorisation’. Such an important topic couldn’t be left to amateurs. Indeed, as Stocks continues, ‘When it was founded in 1804, one of the main aims of the Horticultural Society of London was to clear up some of the confusion that had arisen over the years in the naming of apple varieties.’3

New apple varieties had been springing up all over the country. Many were genuinely novel, discovered and developed by assiduous nurserymen, but some were simply old varieties given new names or the same variety with different regional labels. Somebody needed to put this horticultural hotch-potch in order; the institution that was to become the Royal Horticultural Society was the one to do it.

The Society began with an informal gathering of men who, by anyone’s standards, represented some of the most impressive and well connected of their day. John Wedgwood, son of the pottery giant Josiah Wedgwood, managed to persuade, among others, Sir Joseph Banks, botanist on Captain Cook’s Endeavour and president of the Royal Society, Charles Francis Greville, Lord of the Admiralty, and William Townsend Aiton, the superintendent of Kew Gardens, to have their first official meeting at Hatchards bookshop in Piccadilly in March 1804. The aims of the new society were simple – to discuss the latest discoveries in the world of horticulture, clear up confusion about fruit varieties and to award prizes for exceptional achievements.

The world watched with interest. By July that year, word of the new gardening club had spread, attracting interest from an even greater number of high-flying benefactors. As London’s Weekly Dispatch noted: ‘From the rank, talent, and liberality of its patrons, the greatest possible success is to be anticipated.’ Bishops, lords, dukes, marquises and right honourables had signed up;a even Empress Josephine, the first wife of Napoleon, had shown her support by sending Joseph Banks a ‘most superb copy of a work on Natural History’4 as an encouraging gift. Crucially, one of the new key members was the botanist Thomas Andrew Knight, friend of Joseph Banks, and a man who certainly knew his apples.

In the latter part of the eighteenth century, Knight had inherited vast amounts of land and put 10,000 acres to the cultivation and breeding of plants, especially apples. He had spent years attempting to cross different varieties of apples from all over the world, selecting for different traits and propagating new cultivars. On one occasion, for example, Knight had crossed a Siberian crab apple with a Golden Harvey, a juicy and intensely flavoured apple, to create the Siberian Harvey, a prize-winning pome that made excellent sweet cider and went on to transform the industry. He was the perfect candidate for membership and, by 1811, was president of the new society.

Under Knight’s leadership, apples were made a high priority. Hundreds of new apple varieties were recorded at meetings and catalogued in detail. John Wedgwood’s brother, Thomas, had been experimenting with early forms of photography but accurate pictures were decades away and so the Society commissioned some of the finest artists of the day to paint the apples for posterity. Members were so convinced that people of note would want to learn about these new apples, and other exceptional fruit, in 1813 they placed an advertisement in the London Morning Chronicle grandly announcing the first instalment of Pomona Londinensis.

Every quarter, the Society would release another chapter, with seven colour plates by the botanical artist William Hooker, for the princely sum of £1 1s, about a week’s wages for a skilled labourer.5 In all, forty-nine glorious paintings were produced, each dazzling in its detail and fruity vibrancy, and rereleased in 1818 in one luscious volume, now considered by rare booksellers to be a work of unparalleled skill. Hooker was good at capturing the beauty of flowers but it was ripe fruit, heavy on the bough, where he truly excelled. Indeed, in the pursuit of perfection Hooker even invented an entirely new pigment for apple leaves – a blend of mustard-yellow gambogeb and Prussian blue – a colour still sold today as ‘Hooker’s Green’.

By the middle of the nineteenth century, however, the Horticultural Society had shifted its attention away from fruit and towards ornamental plants for the greenhouse and garden. Intrepid plant hunters were scouring the world for new discoveries, feeding the appetites of wealthy Victorians who were trying to outdo each other with the latest botanical status symbol. Apples and other fruit were left, metaphorically, to rot.6 In response, a new club – the Pomological Society – was formed by breakaway members in 1854 with the eminently capable Sir Joseph Paxton at its head and Scottish pomologist and nurseryman Robert Hogg as second-in-command.

Paxton was the man of the moment, fresh from his recent success constructing the Crystal Palace for the Great Exhibition of 1851. Both he and Hogg were irritated that fruit had been pushed out of the limelight and were determined to reinstate its position, even if it irked their colleagues. As one writer noted: ‘As fruit had been central to the Horticultural Society’s existence from the beginning, the creation of a rival society devoted to fruit was a harsh slap in the face.’7 The British press were, however, behind the new venture, recognising that, if the Horticultural Society weren’t going to focus on orchards, someone else had to: ‘A Pomological Society will correct these errors,’ enthused one journalist, ‘and supply these deficiencies.’8 The kerfuffle caused by the pointed creation of the Pomological Society also shamed the Horticultural Society into reviving its interest in apples, orchards and other fruit cultivars. In 1858, the Society gave in and established its own Fruit and Vegetable Committee, tempting Paxton, Hogg and the rest of the Pomological Society back into the fold.
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By the beginning of the 1860s, it seems all anyone could talk about was apples. Hogg, encouraged by the formation and success of the Pomological Society and subsequent creation of the new Fruit and Vegetable Committee, reissued a book he had written a few years earlier. Under the new title The Apple and its Varieties Hogg wisely reduced its cost to bring it within the means of ‘the practical gardener, and those who were formerly prevented from purchasing it at its original price’.9 A work of staggering scholarship, The Apple contained detailed descriptions of 401 home-grown apple cultivars that Hogg knew intimately, and an additional 541 varieties he hadn’t seen in person but ‘are known to exist in Great Britain’.10

At the same time, Mrs Beeton’s Book of Household Management (first published in 1861) was showing British housewives what could be achieved with the humble pome. She put the number of apple varieties ‘upwards of 1,500’ and gave its female readers – ‘the modest virgin, the prudent wife, and the careful matron’11 – dozens of apple-based recipes for penny-wise family dinners and larger, more luxurious gatherings. Few seasonal occasions didn’t warrant an appley dish, from suckling pigs and apple sauce, to autumn’s ‘lambswool’, an old English beverage of apples mixed with ale. Roasted apples were also becoming increasingly synonymous with Christmas. Charles Dickens’ Pickwick Papers, published just a few years earlier in the 1830s, had captured the convivial appeal of the Yuletide pome:

When they all tired of blind-man’s buff, there was a great game at snap-dragon, and when fingers enough were burned with that, and all the raisins were gone, they sat down by the huge fire of blazing logs to a substantial supper, and a mighty bowl of wassail, something smaller than an ordinary wash-house copper, in which the hot apples were hissing and bubbling with a rich look, and a jolly sound, that were perfectly irresistible.12

While kith and kin could enjoy the nursery comforts of Mrs Beeton’s apple sauce and stewed apples, more prestigious guests were invited to tuck into Apples à la Portugaise (a rather sickly dish of boiled apples in apple marmalade) or the culinary high stakes of apple soufflé. Apples were now the middle-class housewife’s friend, the trusted reliable fruit that could be transformed into ‘juvenile suppers’, invalid food, pickles and preserves for the store cupboard, or whipped into French-inspired party pieces. And, while Mrs Beeton described English homegrown apples as ‘excellent and abundant’, she also drew the reader’s attention to the ever-growing supply of desirable apples from abroad: ‘immense supplies are also imported from the United States and from France. The apples grown in the vicinity of New York are universally admitted to be the finest of any but unless selected and packed with great care, they are apt to spoil before reaching England.’13 Serving your guests a Newton Pippin or a Court Pendu Platc showed you had truly arrived.

While Mrs Beeton praised the Stateside apple for its unrivalled quality, the Horticultural Society, now with its royal forename, was becoming increasingly concerned that foreign apples, especially those from North America, were starting to replace home-grown varieties in popularity. This was not only a matter of national pride but also of economic stability. Atlantic exports of all kinds had started to pick up speed in the second half of the nineteenth century. The advent of fast steamships was helping to convey vast amounts of American and Canadian wheat, corn, apples and other produce to British ports more quickly and more cheaply than ever. The British government had already lowered import tariffs on both raw and dried apples twice14 – once in 1842 and again in 1853 – and the actions of a Parliament wedded to the ideals of free trade were starting to seriously impact the British market. Rather than raise tariffs, however, Prime Minister William Gladstone wanted the nation’s cottagers and orchard owners to focus their efforts on producing more at home.

His approach was being carefully watched from English-speaking colonies. In 1880, a New Zealand newspaper reported a speech delivered by Gladstone to a captive audience at a horticultural show on his home turf in Wales:

Some months ago, at a flower show in Hawarden Park, Mr. Gladstone made an interesting speech on the opportunities for a greater development of profitable gardening. He pointed out that, of such as could be grown in the country, there were yearly imported into England fruits to the amount of £2,200,000, and vegetables to the amount of £3,000,000, and he did not see why English farmers and gardeners should not themselves grow them. Quoting from Macmillan’s Magazine, he told his audience that a gentleman on the Hudson River, in the Northern States of America, had an apple garden of 200 acres, and that all those apples were direct descendants of English apples of former generations. Yet those apples were now sent back to England. ‘If, at the high rate of wages paid for labour in America, it paid this gentlemen [sic] to send us his apples, would it not pay English cottagers to grow such apples for the English market themselves?’15

Britain rose to the challenge. No period in history perhaps more celebrated the apple than the last quarter of the nineteenth century. From village fetes to national competitions, rural workers and head gardeners alike threw themselves into growing and showing their ‘national fruit’. In villages and hamlets across many counties, especially those well served by railways, apple growing became an important part of the rural economy and a much-needed second income. Farmers’ wives, day labourers and other country dwellers picked apples to sell at village markets or to fruiterers, who would pass on them on to confectioners, grocers, toffee apple makers and jam factories. In North Yorkshire, for example, York-based confectioner Rowntree’s, now famous for its Fruit Pastilles, would collect apples from across the region for its boil houses, to make jelly squares, while Tickler’s Jam in Grimsby, on the Yorkshire coast, used locally grown apples to bulk out its low-cost jam.d

Some British cookery writers even took against the foreign apple and its ‘vulgar’ proportions. In 1869, in How to Cook Potatoes, Apples, Eggs and Fish, the English gourmand Georgiana Hill wrote sniffily about the North American interlopers:

I must observe that inelegantly large apples are frequently introduced upon the dessert table; small or medium-sized fruit have a much more dainty appearance, and are invariably to be preferred, either for their greater sweetness, or on account of the coquettish grace with which a tasty table-dresser can arrange them, peeping from among green leaves, or nestling in tufts of moss.16

Nurserymen and commercial growers also honed their skills, hoping to outdo American and Canadian competition. Experts gathered at the National Apple Congress in 1883 in Chiswick, London, for the first ever nationwide exhibition of fruit, where over 1,500 varieties of English apple were officially recognised. The fruit was also whittled down to a list of the sixty best dessert apples and sixty best cookers, including the then little-known Bramley. Optimism was riding high that British apples could provide a significant source of agricultural revenue, especially in view of lagging cereal prices and Atlantic imports. ‘The public’, warned the defiant businessman George Bunyard in 1881 in his Fruit Farming for Profit, ‘will soon learn to discriminate between brightly coloured but dry and flavourless American kinds and fresh home grown apples.’17 Whether they did would remain to be seen.

TOFFEE APPLES

In July 1896, the London newspaper The Weekly Despatch ran a peculiar and rather upsetting story.

Toffee apple killed him
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‘Toffee apples’ are the latest luxury of London youth, and apparently there is a great demand for them. They are said to consist of sour apples dipped in toffee; and the mixture of bitter and sweet is declared to be ‘toothsome’ to a high degree. According to the evidence of Thomas Davie, of Elam Street, their introduction into this metropolis was a little mysterious. He bought them off ‘a strange man with a donkey and barrow,’ and in the first two days sold two and a half gross. Up to yesterday he had only heard of one death. That was of the boy Charles Pepper, into the circumstances of whose death Coroner Langham was holding an inquiry. Poor little Pepper had a farthing given to him, and having heard the fame of the ‘toffee apple’ ran off to the shop. He bought two, but he was only able to eat one. Immediately afterwards he was taken ill and died. The doctor who was called in said it was acute gastro-enteritis, set up by the ‘toffee apple,’ and this view of the case was adopted by the jury.18

Not long after, another little boy only a few miles away in East London died in similar circumstances. The coroner recorded five-year-old Percy Cooper’s death as ‘due to exhaustion’ caused by fitting and diarrhoea brought on by eating a toffee apple.19 Less than three weeks later yet another child succumbed. This time, a two-and-a-half-year-old girl – Charlotte Elish, also from East London – perished after eating ‘some toffee apples before going to bed’. The coroner in Charlotte’s case was starting to become concerned and, when interviewed, confessed that ‘these cases were occurring all over London, and last week there were over 400 deaths’, adding, sombrely, that ‘Children should be strictly watched as to what they eat.’20

The acidity of the confectioners’ apples was blamed for the outbreak, but the true culprit was much more sinister. Throughout the nineteenth century, the problem of food adulteration had been getting worse. From bread to beer, cakes to cheese, an alarming array of foods were being bulked up with cheaper, often dangerous, additives to increase profits. Of all the foods tampered with, perhaps the most insidious of all were children’s sweets. Poisons were routinely added to sweets to make them more attractive to young buyers. Confectionery contained an alarming range of toxic adulterants – red lead, Prussian blue, carbonate of copper, Paris green or arsenate of copper (also a pesticide for apple trees) – all of which produced a rainbow of vivid colours. The list of chemicals reads like a poisoner’s handbook but didn’t always kill instantly – some had cumulative effects, others were only toxic for small children rather than adults.

Although death through confectionery poisoning had hit the headlines a number of times over the century, the government was reluctant to intervene, seeing legislation and regulation as barriers to unfettered free trade. In 1860, the first Adulteration of Food and Drink Act was passed but proved too weak to effect any change. By 1899 regulation had been strengthened but adulteration proved difficult to stamp out entirely, especially in poorer, working-class areas where people bought food from itinerant street-sellers. London’s spate of toffee-apple poisonings also didn’t dim their appeal to children. In the late nineteenth century, rag-and-bone men would often hand out toffee apples, as well as other small gifts such as baby chicks or goldfish, in exchange for items children had managed to salvage from rubbish dumps or street corners.

In America, the story of toffee apples or ‘candy apples’ usually begins with confectioner William W. Kolb, who was said to have ‘invented’ the sweet treat in 1908 after dipping some apples in red cinnamon sugar solution as a Christmas treat. In reality, one of first mentions of ‘candy apples’ comes half a century earlier from a newspaper report that bears uncanny similarities to the London poisonings. On 1 January 1859, the Louisville Daily Courier of Kentucky reported:

Poisonous candy
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The public, and parents especially, should be cautious about the introduction into their families of the richly painted candy that is offered for sale at confectioneries. We heard yesterday of a lady residing on Green street, near Thirteenth, who ate a candy apple, and from the effects was rendered dangerously sick. All this sort of stuff is poisonous trash, and should be avoided.21

By the early 1900s, American children were asking for ‘candy apples’ as Christmas gifts. One letter to Santa Claus, printed in the Knoxville Sentinel newspaper in 1905, three years before Kolb’s cinnamon apples, confidently requested:22

Dear Sir,

I thought I would write you a letter to tell you what I want you to bring me for Xmas. Please bring me some apples, and oranges, and candy, and peanuts, and bananas, and a pair of shoes, and a cap, and a handkerchief, and a doll, and a candy walking stick, and a candy apple, and a dress. I believe that’s all.

Loving Yours, LITTLE EDITH JOHNSON.

I am three years old.

While candy apples seem to have been a festive Christmas food in the US, in Britain toffee apples have become synonymous with the week that stretches from Halloween (31 October) to Bonfire Night (5 November). Why this is the case is unclear, but one explanation may be that seasonal apples and ancient autumnal celebrations have long been intertwined. The practice of lighting ceremonial fires stretches back centuries. While Bonfire or Guy Fawkes Night has been around since the seventeenth century, the ancient Celtic festival of Samhain is thought to have inspired many of our modern-day Halloween and Bonfire Night traditions. Marking the first day of winter, and the end of the harvest season, Samhain festivities included the lighting of fires (which were thought to have cleansing and protective powers) and feasting on seasonal produce such as apples.

Writing in the middle of the nineteenth century, one journalist described ‘Allan-day’, a Cornish celebration related to Halloween, where children were given apples as gifts. ‘The ancient custom of providing children with a large apple on Allhallows-eve is still observed to a great extent at St. Ives,’ he wrote. ‘“Allan-day” as it is called, is the day of days to hundreds of children who would deem it a great misfortune were they to go to bed on “Allan-night” without the time-honoured “Allan-apple” to hide beneath their pillows.’23

a By 1819, the Horticultural Society of London proved so fashionable it even briefly grabbed the attention of the Prince of Wales, the fabulously louche son of King George III, and a man who loved to follow a trend. In the January of that year, he had sent a letter to the Society expressing a wish to become its future patron, and by 1820 it seems his wish was granted. Quite what he contributed to the club, or how long he was a patron, isn’t clear but it took another forty years for the Horticultural Society to finally receive its Royal Charter. Between 1858 and 1861, the indefatigable Prince Albert was the president and in December 1860, it was finally decided that the Society could add ‘Royal’ to its name.

b Gamboge first came to Europe in the seventeenth century. The yellow pigment takes its name from the old name for Cambodia, Camboja, and is made from hardened latex tapped from evergreen trees.

c An ancient French dessert variety dating back to at least the sixteenth century.

d When the First World War broke out, member of Parliament and jam maker Tommy Tickler managed to secure the government contract to supply the frontline with its inexpensive apple and plum jam. Soldiers invented a song in its honour: ‘Tickler’s Jam, Tickler’s Jam, / How I love old Tickler’s Jam, / Plum and apple in one-pound pots, / Sent from Blighty in ten-ton lots, / Every night when I’m asleep, / I’m dreaming that I am, / Forcing my way through the Dardanelles, / With a ton of Tickler’s jam.’ ‘Tickler’s artillery’, or jam tin bombs, became popular among the troops, especially in Gallipoli, where they had little access to grenades. Empty Tickler’s tins would be filled with dynamite, scrap metal and gun cotton, and sealed, leaving a short length of fuse that gave its creator just over a second’s delay before it exploded.
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Gawfs and Specks
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On the streets of Victorian London, apples were keeping a large swathe of the urban poor in employment and sustenance. The journalist Henry Mayhew had trawled the streets of England’s capital, interviewing many of its itinerant workers, immigrants and street sellers. From rat catchers to match girls, in the resulting London Labour and The London Poor Mayhew documented the lives of the impoverished, often in their own words, in the hope of improving their conditions. Mid-nineteenth-century London, for all its glitter and wealth, was in Mayhew’s view ‘a national disgrace’ when it came to the ‘sufferings, and the frequent heroism under those sufferings, of the poor’.1 Of all the people scrambling to make a living, Mayhew drew particular attention to pedlars and costermongers, those who derived an income selling small quantities of goods on pavements and street corners. And, while the ‘shopkeeper supplies principally the noblemen and gentry with the necessaries and luxuries of life’, the ‘wandering distributor’ was purveyor to the poor, whose meagre incomes and lack of free time made planned shopping an impossible dream.

Few of London’s poor had access to cooking facilities. Thousands upon thousands of apples were eaten on the hoof, both raw and cooked. Mayhew calculated that nearly 700,000 bushels of home-grown apples were sold wholesale in London’s fruit markets every year. With around 290 apples to a bushel, this equated to about 200 million individual apples, half of which were bought by costermongers, who then sold them to other food traders or directly to the hungry masses.2 As Mayhew noted:

The great staple of the street trade in green fruit is apples. These are first sold by the travelling costers, by the measure, for pies, &c., and to the classes I have described as the makers of pies. The apples, however, are soon vended in penny or halfpenny-worths, and then they are bought by the poor who have a spare penny for the regalement of their children or themselves, and they are eaten without any preparation. […] The average price of apples, as sold by the costermonger, is 4s.a bushel, and six a penny. The sale in halfpenny and pennyworths is very great. Indeed the costermongers sell about half the apples brought to the markets, and I was told that for one pennyworth of apples bought in a shop forty were bought in the street.3

Mayhew also found other kinds of street-sellers who relied on apples for their livelihood: the woman roasting apples in winter time, ‘who vends them, huddled up in her old faded shawl or cloak […] with the gleam of the fire lighting up her half somnolent figure’; the kosher stallholder with his ‘pieces of stewed apples’; and the elderly Irish ‘refuse-sellers’, women who scraped a living reselling damaged or overripe apples, which Londoners called ‘specks’. Street piemen with their apple tarts (see page 21) and mince pies (see page 294); apple-women ‘with straw pads on their crushed bonnets, and coarse shawls crossing their bosoms’, who couriered heavy baskets of fruit between sellers and buyers; and the apple merchants, brokering deals between orchards and wholesalers – enterprises small and large depended on the pome.

Mayhew saved his most touching descriptions, however, for the many children who supported themselves selling apples, either as costermongers’ assistants or opportunistic hawkers. He was distressed by the sheer number of street children who had been ‘untaught, mistaught, maltreated, neglected, regularly trained to vice, or fairly turned into the streets to shift for themselves’. To these unfortunates he also added the multitudes of youngsters deliberately put to work by costermonger parents, and the desperate offspring of deeply impoverished families who ‘must sell in the streets’ or not eat at all. Even very young children, without parents or regular work, relied on odd scraps of apple selling – those ‘unemployed little ones, who look upon having the charge of a basket of fruit, to be carried in any direction, as a species of independence’.4

Mayhew was shocked that the girls were expected to work as hard as the lads. ‘The life of the coster-girls is as severe as that of the boys,’ he observed.

Between four and five in the morning they have to leave home for the markets, and sell in the streets until about nine. Those that have more kindly parents, return then to breakfast, but many are obliged to earn the morning’s meal for themselves. After breakfast, they generally remain in the streets until about ten o’clock at night; many having nothing during all that time but one meal of bread and butter and coffee, to enable them to support the fatigue of walking from street to street with the heavy basket on their heads.5

For the families of costergirls and boys, however, the money was a lifeline. It wasn’t unusual for children to walk eight to ten miles a day, ‘carrying a basket of nearly two hundred weight on their heads’ to earn just a few pence.

Canny apple sellers, however, soon learned tricks to eke out meagre profits. Inferior apples, known as ‘gawfs’, were disguised among those of a better quality. ‘Sweet and sour at once’ but ‘fit for nothing but mixing’, Mayhew was told, red-skinned gawfs were rubbed hard with a rag to look shiny and appealing. One costergirl admitted to Mayhew that she regularly hid bad apples in with the good, because customers were always trying to knock down her already cheap prices: ‘If we cheats in the streets,’ she confessed, ‘I know we shan’t go to Heaven, but if we didn’t cheat we couldn’t live. Why, look at apples. Customers want them for less than they cost us, and so we are forced to shove in bad ones and if we’re to suffer for that, it does seem to me dreadful cruel.’6
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In Mayhew’s interviews, he also tried to establish how many of the apples being eaten on London’s streets came from British orchards or further afield. Of the staggering quantities being munched in the middle of the nineteenth century, about 6 per cent – around 40,000 bushels a year – were being shipped in from abroad, mostly from Europe and North America. The rest were being grown on home soil. The number of imported apples continued to rise significantly over the second half of the nineteenth century but despite the competition, foreign apples shared the same seasonal limitations as British ones. In other words, whichever country you bought your fruit from, their season for fresh apples began in late summer and finished before Christmas. Apples that had been carefully stored could still be acquired in British markets the following April or even early May, but often came at a high price or were only fit for cooking.

Just three years after Chiswick’s inaugural National Apple Congress, which had aimed to give North American and European imports a run for their money, just down the road in South Kensington a different fair was taking London by storm. The ‘Colonial and Indian Exhibition’ of 1886 was opened by Queen Victoria and created to showcase the trade opportunities and cultural riches of her Majesty’s growing empire. Among the artwork, relics and even ‘specimens of their natives’,7 there was also considerable excitement about the potential for agricultural trade across the realm and, in particular, the ‘possibilities of the Australian colonies as producers of fruit’. Antipodean apple growers could not only take advantage of all the latest developments in refrigerated shipping, which had already helped American fruit reach British shores in perfect condition, but also had one key advantage over everyone else – timing. As one journalist enthused just a few years later:

His seasons are reversed from in the northern hemisphere, and he is able to put his fresh grown fruits, picked in their native season, into the London markets when in the northern latitudes the fruit trees are just beginning to put forth their blossoms and buds: that is, toward the end of April or the beginning of May. Then it is that the Tasmanian and Australian apple can come to the teeming population of England just at the nick of time, when the stock of last autumn’s gathering in the northern hemisphere runs short and dry […] and when fruit generally is at famine prices or only in a semi-exotic state on the stalls of Covent Garden. It is then that the cook welcomes his new friend, the Australian pippin, and that those who indulge in dessert fall upon it with an especial relish, praise its external beauty, its aroma, its flavor, and, when compared with the American apple, its weight and keeping qualities. It comes, in fact, at the very time when no other northern fruit is available to ‘fill the aching void’.8

Apple trees had been introduced to Australia at the end of the eighteenth century. In 1777, Captain Cook’s ship the Resolution had briefly visited Van Diemen’s Land, the colonial name then given to Tasmania. On board was a twenty-three-year-old navigation officer, William Bligh, who in 1788 returned to the island in command of his own ship HMS Bounty. Bligh was on a controversial mission that had been initially suggested by fellow adventurer and botanist Joseph Banks, to bring breadfruit from Tahiti to the West Indies, where it was hoped it could be cultivated and used as a cheap food for slaves who toiled on its vast sugar plantations. Tasmania proved a handy stopping-off point between Polynesia and the Caribbean and a place where Bligh could load up with water, wood and other provisions. It was also somewhere the captain hoped he could plant a handful of crops to provide food for ships visiting in the future.

On the morning of 21 August 1788, the Bounty anchored in Adventure Bay, off what is now Bruny Island, at the south-eastern tip of Tasmania. After choosing a suitably quiet and sheltered site, Bligh’s men set about planting vines, plantain and three young apple trees. For good measure, they also sowed a handful of seeds, including cherry, plum and peach stones, and pear and apple pips.9 Bligh carefully marked the position of his nascent fruit garden on a chart of Adventure Bay but the document was destroyed in the dramatic events that followed. On the long voyage home, the Bounty’s crew famously mutinied and cast Bligh and eighteen of his men adrift in a small boat with only five days’ provisions. Remarkably, the boat and all but one of its crew survived, sailing over four thousand miles and landing in Timor, then a Dutch settlement. Perhaps more extraordinary, however, was Bligh’s insistence on remaining in the Royal Navy and returning to Adventure Bay in 1792 on HMS Providence, on a second breadfruit voyage. When he came ashore, Bligh was delighted to find that not everything about the ill-fated Bounty mission had been a disaster. In his captain’s log he noted, ‘It was with peculiar satisfaction to me to find one of the apple trees I planted here in 1788 – only one remained, and this, although alive and healthy, had not made a shoot exceeding 12 or 13 inches.’10

Despite the apple’s tentative beginnings, the temperate Tasmanian climate proved more than ideal for its cultivation. Early settlers described the surprising ease with which English varieties of apples seemed to thrive: indeed, colonists agreed that all kinds of fruit ‘grew exceedingly well’.11 John Terry, a Yorkshireman who had upped sticks and spirited his entire family to Australia in 1818, described Tasmania as a rural utopia. In letters home to England, he effused about his newly created farm and orchard: ‘I threw off my coat and rose with the sun, wrought at all that came to hand. I now thank God and consider myself and my family in a very comfortable position.’ Apples did so well, he exclaimed, that they hung ‘upon the tree like onion ropes’.12 The apple was, in fact, so astonishingly prolific that claims made by settlers at the time seem almost incredible: grafts bearing fruit the first season after they were planted; apples regularly reaching circumferences of over 15 inches; and orchards being so productive that most of the fruit was being fed to pigs, left to rot or thrown away.13 It’s perhaps no surprise, then, that Tasmania was soon dubbed the ‘Apple Isle’.

A year later, in 1819, apples were introduced to New Zealand by the Anglican priest Reverend Samuel Marsden. Marsden, also from Yorkshire, was not only keen on spreading the Christian word but also a tough, unsentimental agriculturalist, known as much for his floggings and profitable fleece-dealing as his preaching. Employed by the Church Missionary Society, Marsden set up a mission station in 1818 at Kerikeri on North Island and, with the help of a fellow clergyman, began to plant a productive garden and orchard that would not only sustain the mission but also provide the ‘civilising influence’ of western agriculture for the indigenous people. Records show that just under two hundred fruit trees were planted – an Englishman’s fruit bowl of apples, plums, quinces and pears. Remarkably, one pear tree from this original planting – now over two hundred years old – still survives.14 By 1835, the Society reported that apples and pears were growing and thriving at a number of their mission stations on the North Island15 – New Zealand apples had firmly taken root.

Other antipodean regions soon followed suit, with orchards established across South Australia, New South Wales, Victoria and West Australia. By the end of the nineteenth century, Australia and New Zealand were producing far more apples, including the newly discovered Granny Smith (page 308), than their domestic markets could eat, jam or turn into cider. Luckily, Britain was a country with a voracious appetite for apples. As one Australian fruit grower confidently told a parliamentary committee in 1889, shortly after apple exports to Britain began, ‘We never need fear overproducing apples […], providing we get the right sorts. The market in England is unlimited.’16 Indeed, Britain’s desire for its favourite fruit was so insatiable that by the turn of the century, it was importing more apples than ever, and from every corner of the globe. In 1902, it imported 3.3 million bushels from America, over 2 million bushels from Canada and nearly a million bushels from Australia, New Zealand and Europe.17

Writing in 1901, an American consul in England penned a withering summary of British apples in the face of the unstoppable tide of large and delicious imports from North America and Canada:

Americans, as a rule, find it difficult to understand why such common fruit as apples, for instance, should be so dear in England. Only a very few of the hardier specimens ripen in this climate. Having, however, the best gardeners in the world, the most has been made of circumstances, and by careful cultivation a few dessert fruits of fine flavor but of small and poor appearance have been produced; also a few cooking apples of questionable quality.18

Even the London Mail newspaper couldn’t hide its admiration for the sheer scale, speed and effectiveness of the Atlantic fruit trade. Published in the same year that the American consul dismissed the British apple, the paper conceded that ocean-faring ‘fruit boats’ were bringing thousands of barrels of apples from Canada to London ‘all in splendid condition’ and ‘as fresh as when they were pulled from the trees in the Annapolis Valley’. One ship alone, the Evangeline, could convey 90,000 bushels of apples every trip. Apples from California and Oregon had arrived by the ton and were ‘phenomenal in both quality and quantity’.19

The London Mail also brought its readers’ attention to another new threat to British apple growers: ‘The Cape, too, thanks to Messrs. Rhodes and Rudd, is increasing its fruit trade. On one of his farms, Mr. Cecil Rhodes has installed a California expert, who has imported and planted every kind of fruit.’20 Apples had first been planted in South Africa in the seventeenth century. The Dutch East India Company landed on the southern tip of Africa in 1652 hoping to build a settlement that could provide fresh fruit, water and a resting place for trade ships making the arduous voyage between Europe and the East Indies, then occupied by the Dutch.

In 1655 the head gardener at the colony had requested that hundreds of trees might be brought in tubs with the roots carefully covered with earth, but the Dutch East India Company seemed reluctant to spend the money, preferring instead to make colonists graft scions onto ‘spitters’ planted from pips. A letter from 1656 explained what the settlement would have to do:

The apple and pear seeds you are to grow in order to obtain trees and trunks upon which, when they are big enough, you are to graft from the trees sent by us [...]We therefore send you some casks with rotten apples and pears. In this way the pips are better preserved.21

Despite the challenge of creating an orchard from scratch, on 17 April 1662, the commander of the colony, Jan van Riebeeck, wrote with satisfaction that ‘Today the first two ripe Dutch apples were picked in the Company’s nursery garden. They came from a little tree no more than 5 feet high. This type of apple is known as a Wijnappel.’22 By the beginning of the eighteenth century, three more European varieties were being successfully cultivated on the Cape, albeit on a small scale.a

While the initial aim of the colony was to establish a supply station for passing ships, within fifty years the Dutch settlement had expanded rapidly. The surrounding indigenous communities, despite fierce resistance, were soon dispossessed to make way for a western agricultural model largely powered by imported slave labour. The complex history of the Cape is one of bitter upheaval, with European countries vying for control until 1814 when it finally came under British control with the Anglo-Dutch Treaty. Thanks to the region’s rich soils and healthy rainfall, it was grapes not apples that initially flourished and formed the main part of the Cape’s exports. In the 1880s and 1890s, however, the phylloxera louse, a pest that destroys grapes, wrought havoc throughout the Cape’s winelands, leaving farmers desperately searching for an alternative crop.

In 1892 Harry Pickstone, an English fruit grower with experience of California’s rapidly expanding fruit market, arrived in the Cape Colony and convinced the prime minister and ambitious imperialist, Cecil Rhodes, that he needed to throw his energy into orchards. Pickstone told Parliament in no uncertain terms what was needed: ‘farmers have to stop the childish system of odds and ends – here an apple – there a pear’ and instead should ‘do something on the commercial instead of the amateur scale’.23 A convinced Rhodes financed Pickstone’s first venture, the Pioneer Fruit Growing Company, and subsequently bought up a raft of ailing wine farms and set about planting hundreds of thousands of fruit trees including apples, encouraging others to do the same.

In the same year Pickstone arrived on South African soil, the shipping magnate Percy Molteno had perfected the art of using large refrigerated cargo ships on the route between the Cape and Europe, opening up a vast and eager market for South Africa’s growing fruit exports. By 1902, one American horticulturalist – despite his country’s dominance of the apple market – could sense the way the wind was blowing. With remarkable prescience, he predicted that ‘as a result of irrigation, particularly for fruit culture, 200 million pound per annum might be added to the permanent wealth of South Africa. South Africa is eventually certain to become one of the most important fruit producing countries in the world.’24 The UK alone now imports over 6 million South African apples every year.

APPLE TURNOVERS

The year 1630 was a terrible one for France. After the harvests had failed spectacularly and grain prices quadrupled, many of the country’s poor died of starvation or succumbed to disease. In one small town, Saint-Calais in the Sarthe region, according to legend, the chatelaine decided to hand out flour and apples to the poor in an attempt to alleviate their suffering. From this simple donation, the inhabitants made apple turnovers, or Chaussons aux Pommes (literally, ‘apple slippers’), and one of France’s favourite pastries was born. The village still celebrates its annual Fête du Chausson aux Pommes on the first Sunday in September.

It’s a charming story but, in reality, the apple turnover probably has a much older pedigree. The idea of creating a small, semi-circular pastry – filled with a sweet fruit – goes back to at least Tudor times, and meat-filled versions even further. A fourteenth-century recipe for ‘pasteden’ or pasties in the medieval German cookbook Ein Buch von guter Spise (‘A Book of Good Food’) suggested the technique not only works for fish, but for chicken, meat or game. Chaucer also mentioned meat ‘pastees’ in ‘The Cook’s Prologue’, part of The Canterbury Tales, written in 1392.

Fruity versions, more akin to modern apple turnovers, start to appear in early seventeenth-century cookbooks. They weren’t called ‘turnovers’ yet but went by the rather lovely, but obsolete, name of ‘kickshawes’. The word was used to describe small, filled pastries – and may have come from the French quelque chose, meaning ‘something or anything’, a playful pun on their frivolous appeal. John Murrell, in A New Booke of Cookerie of 1615, conjured up a rather luscious version with pippins, flavoured with warming spices and rosewater:

To make some kickshawes in paste, to frye or bake, in what forme you please
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Make some short puff-paste, rowle it thinne: if you haue any moulds you may worke it vpon your moulds, with the pulp of Pippins, seasoned with Sinamon, Ginger, Sugar, and Rosewater, close them vp, and bake them, or frye them: or you may fill them with Gooseberryes, seasoned with Sugar, Sinamon, Ginger, and Nutmeg […] any of these you may frye or bake, for Dinner or Supper.25

Just over a hundred years later, English writer Eliza Smith published her own version of apple turnovers in The Compleat Housewife: Or, Accomplish’d Gentlewoman’s Companion (1727). Her recipes proved so popular that an American publisher in Virginia, William Parks, printed and sold the cookbook hoping to appeal to housewives desperate to keep up with the latest food fads in London. Not only was Eliza Smith’s book a big hit in Britain but it flew off the shelves across the Atlantic and became the first cookery bestseller in the New World, finally running to eighteen editions. Curiously, she didn’t use the word ‘turnover’ – Eliza insisted on calling her sweet patisseries the rustic-sounding ‘Apple Pasties’.

Apple pasties to fry
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Pare and quarter apples, and boil them in sugar and water, and a stick of cinnamon, and when tender, put in a little white wine, the juice of a lemon, a piece of fresh butter, and a little ambergrease or orange-flower water; stir all together, and when it is cold put it in puff-paste, and fry them.26

It’s fascinating that Eliza mentions ‘ambergrease’ or ambergris. It’s hard to believe that, for centuries, whale digestive waste was used in fragrance, cocktails and even food. It’s formed in a sperm whale’s stomach, like an oyster covering a piece of grit, into large, waxy lumps which are then excreted, only to float around for months in the sea before washing up on shorelines. From the seventeenth to the nineteenth century, when whaling was at its bloody zenith, ambergris was one of the most valuable items stripped from whales’ carcasses, along with oil and whale bone. It was thought to add a musky, earthy sweetness to drinks and foods, and give the mouth-appeal of melted fat.

The first use of the word ‘turnover’ appears in William Ellis’s The Country Housewife’s Family Companion, first published in 1750. The book was designed to show farmers’ wives how ‘great savings may be made in housekeeping’ through the judicious use of homely ingredients. Under the title ‘The cheapest Way of all others to save the Expense of fat in making of Pye or Pasty Crust for a Poor Man’s Family’, Ellis gave instructions on how to make a fatless dough ‘chiefly for making a Crust for Turnover, or Flap-apple’.27 Turnovers were also called flap-apples, flap-jacks or apple-flaps. Interestingly, the Dutch still call their turnovers appelflappen.

The specific term ‘apple turnover’ became common usage in the early nineteenth century. The antiquarian and aptly named James Orchard Halliwell-Phillipps compiled the Dictionary of Archaic & Provincial Words, Obsolete Phrases, Proverbs & Ancient Customs, a work of great breadth that covered regional and long-forgotten English words. The phrase ‘apple turnover’ was so well known by the time Halliwell-Phillips’ dictionary was published – in 1846 – that he even used it in a description of a boarding school prank called an ‘apple-pie-bed’: ‘It is made somewhat in the fashion of an apple-turnover, the sheets being doubled so as to prevent any one from getting at his length between them; a common trick in schools.’ Halliwell also listed some lovely regional variations for the pastry treat – in Norfolk, an apple turnover was an ‘Apple-twelin’, and in Hampshire an ‘Apple-Stuckin’. The most pleasing of all, however, was Suffolk’s ‘Apple-Hoglin’, which, Halliwell helpfully added, is ‘made by folding sliced apples with sugar in a coarse crust, and baking them without a pan’. By the late 1880s, the term ‘apple turnover’ had finally settled on one kind of pastry, baked not fried, and was considered a thrifty but delicious treat for the economical housewife, as Cassell’s Dictionary of Cookery (1883) illustrated:

Turnovers
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Make some good pastry, roll it out to the thickness of a quarter of an inch, and stamp it in rounds from four to seven inches in diameter, lay fresh fruit and sugar, or jam, on one half of the pastry, moisten the edges, and turn the other half right over. Press the edges closely, ornament them in any way, and brush the turnovers with white of egg. Sprinkle a little powdered sugar over them, and bake on tins in a brisk oven. Serve on a dish covered with a neatly-folded napkin. Time to bake, fifteen to twenty minutes. Probably cost, 1d. each. Sufficient, one pound of pastry will make two dozen turnovers.28

a Thought to be the Dutch Kroonappel, an eating apple, the Peppin D’Or, an eater and a cooker, and the Reinet, another eating apple popular in both England and France.
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Dig for Victory
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By the beginning of the twentieth century, Britain must have felt like it had the world at its feet. And nothing more demonstrated its might than the success of the apple. Despite nurserymen and orchardists on home soil worrying about the constant influx of foreign fruit, in many cases the imports were coming from countries ruled by the crown. Indeed, Britain had been so ruthlessly competent at global hegemony that it had come to control nearly a quarter of the Earth’s land and what was grown on it.

Speaking at a meeting of the Royal Society of Arts, in March 1910, Dr John McCall – agent-general to Tasmania and one-time minister for agriculture – shared his enthusiasm for a fruit that had transformed his country back home. Not only was this, he joked, a ‘splendid opportunity to sing the praises of an important product of my own State’1 but it was also a chance to share the bald and truly impressive statistics of the empire’s achievements. Fruit, he believed, was the third most important ‘land industry’ across the dominions after wheat and wool, and was also buoying up a network of subsidiary economic ventures including jam factories, basket makers, bottle and tin manufacturers, timber merchants for cases and barrels and commercial beekeepers.

McCall also totted up just how many acres of fertile land across the empire were dedicated to commercial fruit growing, especially apples. The figures were mind-boggling. New Zealand and Australia were cultivating over 260,000 acres. South African fruit growing covered over 100,000 acres. And Canada tended over 490,000 acres, most of which were planted with apples destined for export. India would soon follow suit. Northern hill regions such as the foothills of the Himalayas had been home to both wild apples and small-scale apple cultivation since the Silk Road was at its height. The introduction of very sweet, large American Delicious varieties, however, by colonists such as the American missionary Samuel Evans Stokes in the 1920s, and subsequent improvements in roads, turned a local industry into a major horticultural export.

While the apple was undoubtedly the fruit of empire builders, it also, ironically, helped one country resist the threat of western colonisation. By the middle of the nineteenth century, the West was looking at Japan with greedy eyes. In 1853, Commodore Matthew C. Perry of the United States Navy arrived in Japan with a demand from the US president that it must open its ports to trade, ensure supplies for passing ships and promise to look after any shipwrecked American sailors who washed up on Japanese shores. Outmanned and outgunned, the next year Japan reluctantly signed a treaty with America, followed closely by dubiously inequitable arrangements with Britain, France and Russia.

Japan was rightly nervous of closer contact with the West – just across the water large parts of China were being carved up by the European powers – and so, rather than go to war, it decided to rapidly modernise. With the slogan ‘catch-up, overtake’,2 Japan quickly threw itself into absorbing the latest industrial and agricultural developments, sending delegates abroad and inviting western experts in, with the intention of making itself strong enough to compete on the world stage and protect its interests.

From agricultural science to military technology, women’s hairdos to business suits, the Japanese took to western techniques and customs with gusto. It was also suggested that American fruit might grow well in Japan’s temperate climate. Horace Capron, commissioner in the US Department of Agriculture, believed he was the man to help Japan push its agriculture forward. Capron had been a capable farmer, with hard-won knowledge of soil types, livestock and suitable crops, but he was also financially desperate. At the Department of Agriculture, Capron’s wage couldn’t cover his home expenses – three of his six adult children needed medical care (two sons who had sustained injuries in Confederate prison camps and one son who had been blinded in a hotel fire). When asked for help by the Japanese government in 1871, Capron saw his opportunity and set out some eye-watering demands in return for his horticultural knowledge: ‘ten thousand dollars in gold, or its equivalent […] all my expenses paid by the Japanese Government to, and from Japan, and during my stay there, including furnished house, servants, guards, and attendants’.3 Remarkably, the Japanese agreed.

Work started immediately. That same year, scores of fruit trees and plants were sent from a nursery in western New York state to a research station on the outskirts of Tokyo. Among this fruit salad ‘Noah’s Ark’ were packed ‘76 varieties of apples, 53 of pears, 25 of cherries, 14 of plums, 30 of grapes, 14 of raspberries, 5 of blackberries, 8 of gooseberries, 10 of currants, and several varieties of apricots and peaches’.4 Over the next few years, the American fruits were propagated in vast nurseries and then distributed to farmers across Japan. While some of the 2 million plants failed to thrive or went to growers who ‘had no appreciation of them and to whom they meant little or nothing’5, the apples sent to the northern regions – including Aomori and Hokkaido – settled in nicely. And two varieties did extremely well: the Ralls Genet (or Janet), a fabulously versatile and deliciously sweet apple famously cultivated by Thomas Jefferson, and the juicy Jonathan, a fruit that had already become a commercial hit in America.

Japanese growers proved masters of pome production. By the turn of the twentieth century, it had become one of the country’s most important crops. Writing in the 1940s and looking back at his country’s rapid mastery of apple cultivation, Kikuchi Akio, the first professor of horticulture at Kyoto Imperial University, thought it remarkable that although apples of all colours thrived in the Japanese climate, consumers were consistently demanding red, not green or yellow, varieties. Indeed, appearance and sweetness proved the most important characteristics for the Japanese domestic market. Ranked in order of importance, the perfect apple would be deeply crimson, perfectly glossy and gloriously sugary.6

The concept of flawlessness or ‘standardisation’ also became critical. From the early seventeenth century onwards, under the feudal system, Japanese rice farmers had begun to compete to produce the whitest, most uniform rice grains. Perfection in both content and presentation were highly valued in the traditional rice market. Soon, other food products began to be judged on similar characteristics, including the newly arrived apple. Local growers responded by developing an ingenious technique for producing handsome, perfectly unblemished pomes – covering the apples with paper bags while still on the branch. And, although the practice of ‘apple bagging’ was hugely labour-intensive, the fruit it produced could command higher prices than normal apples with their discoloration, lumps and scuffs.

As the American consul-general noted in 1902, ‘the apple has proved most successful’ in Japan and the fruit is ‘of fine appearance and excellent flavour, and the trees yield a profit very encouraging to the cultivator’. Fingers crossed, he added with a hint of condescension, ‘the greater skill in cultivation which will come from longer experience may yet produce very satisfactory results’.7 Just a few decades later, at the Tohoku Research Station in Aomori, apple specialists crossed two all-American favourites – the Ralls Genet and the Stark Delicious – to produce the Fuji, an apple that embodied everything the Japanese wanted in the fruit. Rosy, highly glossy, perfectly formed and with a very high natural sugar content, the Fuji also had the unintended bonus of an unusually long shelf life. The rest of the world would, in time, clamour for the Fuji apple – today, it’s the most commonly grown commercial variety and accounts for a third of the planet’s entire apple crop. But, as the Second World War approached, the time for any intercontinental trade would have to wait.
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In 1939, when the Second World War broke out, the UK was importing over 20 million tons of food a year. Its citizens had become so used to cheap produce – much of which came from across the British empire and North America – that they relied on foreign imports for 70 per cent of their cheese, sugar, fats and cereals, and an even more alarming four-fifths of all their fruit, including apples. As shipping and other transport routes began to be disrupted by U-boat attacks and land invasions, and merchant ships were starting to be requisitioned for the war effort, the British government focused on reviving its farming sector.

British agriculture had been in the doldrums since the 1870s, with only a brief injection provided by the First World War. Indeed, the amount of land in cultivation had actually dropped over the preceding half a century. For decades, Britain had embraced a policy of being heavily dependent on imported food and raw materials in exchange for exporting its manufactured goods and services. In 1938, with war looking imminent, the Food (Defence Plans) Department was created to plan for the procurement and distribution of food should the worst happen. When it did, and war broke out, the government quickly took control of the supply and allocation of many foodstuffs. The Ministry of Food assumed responsibility for imported food but also turned its attention to British farms, becoming the sole buyer for homegrown produce and suggesting ways farmers could grow more.

Imports of fresh fruit had been drastically reduced to save shipping space for armaments and other war supplies. From bananas to apples, many different imported fruits simply disappeared from British greengrocers’ shelves, radically affecting how much people could consume. By the end of the first year of the war, British people were eating a third less fruit than they had before the conflict began. After two years of fighting and disrupted imports, fruit consumption had plummeted by an alarming two-thirds from pre-war levels.8 Such was the drop that the government soon felt it necessary to provide special supplements, including vitamin C, to expectant mothers and very young children.

About a quarter of a million British acres were dedicated to apple orchards at the outset of the war. Even this impressive number of trees, however, couldn’t fill the gap left by the severing of foreign fruit supplies. As the shortages began to bite, apples, which had once been so ubiquitous across all sections of society, became scarce in urban areas. Londoner Vere Hodgson, who kept a lively diary throughout the war documenting not only the destruction but the domestic details, noted with great relief in early 1941: ‘Managed to get a few eating apples yesterday to my great joy. I treated myself – they are one shilling and one penny per pound. I carried them home as if they were the Crown Jewels.’9

Rural dwellers often fared better, enjoying the fruits of orchards planted in peacetime. Dennis Mitchell, who was a child during the war, remembered relying on his parents’ apples when many other foods had been subject to rationing:

Our small Dorset farm had a little orchard. We boys had to go out and pick up all of the fallen apples each day after school […] Every night we had a pudding and from September through to April, depending how well they kept, we had apples every night. Mum would bake them, [make] boiled apple dumplings and apple turnovers. It was always apple but she said they were good for us and we were usually healthy.10

For those countries that had lost their export market to the UK and Europe, the problem soon became what to do with all their surplus apples. Almost as soon as the war started, Canadians were asked to double down on the consumption of products that had been destined for Europe. Apples and lobster were two of the first foods to be marked out as ‘patriotic’ after both export markets collapsed almost overnight. The Canadian Department of Agriculture pleaded with its citizens to ‘Serve apples daily and you serve your country too’, while the British Columbia Fruit Growers’ Association used good old-fashioned sex appeal to convince Canadian cities to keep the apple industry alive. It dispatched four hand-picked and particularly glamorous women to be ‘fruit envoys’ on a five-thousand-mile tour to visit fourteen major cities as ‘Apple Ambassadors’.

The ladies and their ‘Apple Good-Will Caravan’ spent a month giving talks and apple demonstrations in shops, schools and theatres, and gently persuading each city’s mayor to sign a proclamation promising to encourage its residents to eat more British Columbian apples.11 Australia, too, urged its people to ‘Help Win the War in Your Kitchen’ and eat more Australian-grown foods. With half of all Australia’s apples grown for export by the 1930s, the country was faced with an enormous glut. The Department of Commerce, in 1942, issued an advert with the slogan ‘You Serve Your Country When You Serve… Lamb, Bacon, Dairy Produce, Apples, Pears’, showing that a loyal family would every day serve ‘apple pie or tart’ for lunch and, for supper: ‘Apples or pears, too, in one of the countless tempting sweet-dishes that are so easy to prepare.’12

Back in Britain, the government pressed farmers to produce as much food as humanly possible. The only way to do this was to increase the amount of land under cultivation, by ploughing up grassland, and to make each acre more productive than ever. Investment in new agricultural technologies, such as tractors, the considerable might of the Women’s Land Army and high demand for home-grown produce helped the sector boom. In the three years between 1939 and 1942, the gross output of British agriculture swelled by two-thirds and the average net income of farms tripled.13 The nation’s production of wheat, barley and potatoes doubled, sugar beet and vegetables increased by a third, and even fruit production swelled by one and a half times its original output.14

To make commercial orchards more productive, apple growers were encouraged to grub up older, larger trees in favour of newer dwarf apple trees. Dwarf or bush varieties of apple had been around for thousands of years but sourcing them had always been a bit of a gamble. The eventual size of a grafted apple tree is determined by its rootstock; prior to the early twentieth century, horticulturalists referred to different apple rootstocks by different names such as ‘Doucin’ or ‘French Paradise’, some more dwarfing than others, but the mature trees often showed an unpredictable variation in size.

In 1913 East Malling Research Station was established in Kent to try and impose some scientific order on rootstocks. From 1918 to 1949, Ronald Hatton (later to be knighted for his work) and his team of scientists collected dozens of examples of rootstocks from around the world, planted them, watched them grow and classified them by size. Subterranean laboratories even allowed Hatton and his team to observe the roots of apple trees planted overhead. Ultimately, the work at East Malling identified nine distinct types – named the M-series – which standardised rootstocks across the entire industry. The Malling XI or ‘Type 9’ rootstocks proved a winner with commercial growers – they produced small but healthy trees, heavy with fruit after only two years. They also had the distinct advantage of being able to be planted closer together and, being short, made for easier picking.

Warming ‘smoke bombs’ and orchard heaters were also employed to keep late frosts at bay, while commercial growers also doubled down on their use of insecticides and fungicides to maximise yields.a Alongside commercial producers, ordinary men and women were also asked to cultivate more fruit and vegetables. The British government’s now famous Dig for Victory campaign began in September 1940 and encouraged everyone to grow their own food. From yards to public parks, cottage gardens to school fields, outdoor spaces were transformed into makeshift allotments replete with fruit and vegetables. The campaign was launched by the first ‘celebrity’ gardener, Mr Middleton, whose cheerful and popular Home Service broadcasts were listened to by over 3 million people.

Only a month into the campaign, Middleton brought up the subject of apples. With his gentle humour and sage advice, he galvanised a nation who had largely forgotten the value of their own native orchards. On how to best harvest and store home-grown apples for winter, he noted:

There are several ways of gathering apples; you can shake them off, or knock them with a clothes prop, or throw sticks at them, and I must confess I still have enough of the school boy in me to rather enjoy this method, especially if they happen to be somebody else’s apples, but I’m afraid such methods won’t do at all if you want to keep them.

He also urged his audience to choose ‘a few good apples for planting this autumn’.15 Just like the commercial growers, Middleton recommended British gardeners should try ‘Type 9’ dwarf stock, which – although short-lived compared to full-size varieties – would bear fruit more quickly than taller specimens and give hungry Britons the chance of a harvest sooner rather than later:

Apples budded or grafted on this stock are like Peter Pan – they don’t grow up, they remain dwarf and bushy. They also start bearing fruit very quickly, so it is possible to plant these little trees about the garden […] I saw some this year, planted two years ago, none of them more than 4 or 5 feet high, but each bearing 30 to 40 perfect apples.16

Such was the success of the Dig for Victory campaign that household surveys conducted in 1942, in the darkest months of the war, revealed just what progress had been made. In urban areas, during the summer, half of all families were enjoying produce from their own allotment or garden. In rural areas, the figure was over 90 per cent. Despite the back-breaking effort many put into planting and growing more apples, however, the actual amount of land Britain dedicated to orchards only rose by 25,000 acres during the war, an area roughly equivalent to Disney World in Florida.

The pressure on farms to grow more staple foodstuffs – particularly arable crops – had simultaneously encouraged the destruction of some of the country’s oldest orchards. Writing in 1939, at the beginning of the war, the Fruit Policy Committee advocated the ‘grubbing up of derelict orchards’ when they couldn’t be ‘profitably renovated’, the crop wasn’t deemed big enough or the land was suitable for immediate conversion to food production.17 Equally, many of the more unusual varieties that had been lovingly cultivated for centuries across the UK were now judged to be too niche or sparse cropping to bother maintaining. National Fruit Surveys, carried out on the government’s behalf in the autumn of 1940, criticised the ‘existence of many orchards consisting of a single variety’ and the prevalence of ‘well-grown trees of unproductive or unsuitable varieties’.18

Since London’s National Apple Congress in 1883, commercial apple growers had been narrowing down the varieties of apples in their orchards. While the Congress had recommended a generous list of sixty best cookers and sixty dessert apples, the pressure to have heavy cropping, reliable varieties that could compete with foreign imports meant that, by the inter-war years, just a handful of types were deemed profitable. These included Bramleys and Cox’s Orange Pippin. Indeed, it’s estimated that half of all the apple trees planted between the two world wars were Cox’s alone.19 With the advent of the Second World War and the understandable advice from government for growers to ‘increase in bulk rather than in quality’, the selection narrowed further.

Apples, in many ways, had seen Britain through the war. Not only was it one of the few popular fruits that could be cultivated in the country’s temperate climate, but the apple’s versatility proved invaluable when so many other foods fell by the wayside. Austerity recipes drew exhaustively upon the apple’s unique ability to suit both sweet and savoury dishes, to preserve well, to be dried and stored, to make pectin for jam and to act as a substitute for sugar in many different meals. From cordials to apple marmalade, dried apple rings to apple crumble, home cooks took the culinary adaptability of the pome to new heights. Sadly, back in the orchard, the future of the nation’s favourite fruit wasn’t looking quite as rosy.

APPLE CRUMBLE AND CUSTARD

Most encyclopaedias will tell you that apple crumble was invented by the British during the Second World War. As an austerity dish, apple crumble represented a prudent but delicious use of ingredients – plenty of home-grown apples topped with the lightest smattering of crumbs made from butter, flour and sugar – all of which were in short supply. As with all food histories, however, you should take things with a pinch of salt.

The idea of eking out ingredients, or making an apple pudding with a crisp, crumbly topping, was nothing new. One of the earliest mentions of such a dish comes from 1854, in Alexis Soyer’s A Shilling Cookery for the People. Soyer was an extraordinary man by anyone’s standards. Born in France in 1810, by the time he was seventeen Soyer was already a successful chef in high society but fled to England after some of his fellow cooks were shot during the July Revolution. Despite being welcomed into London’s decadent restaurant scene, Soyer was also interested in improving the lives of the poor through his knowledge of food. In 1847, moved by the plight of those suffering during the Irish Famine, he penned Soyer’s Charitable Cookery, giving the proceeds to charity. Buoyed by its success, he wrote others, including A Shilling Cookery for The People, a book deliberately aimed at ordinary working people who had no access to exotic ingredients or fancy cooking equipment. His recipe for ‘Apple Cake’, although having breadcrumbs both on the base and on the top, strikes a familiar chord in terms of economy and simplicity (although the end flourish with the red-hot shovel might raise a few eyebrows):

Apple cake
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Butter a pie-dish near a quarter of an inch thick, throw in a large quantity of bread-crumbs, as much as will stick, when pressed well, on the butter; then have some apples already stewed down and sweetened, of which nearly fill the dish, put one ounce of butter in bits, cover over with bread-crumbs, also half an inch thick, put into hot oven; when done, pass a knife round and turn it out, sugar over, and glaze with a red-hot shovel. If used hot, a little rum put round it and lighted is very nice.

Nearly two decades before Soyer’s apple cake, however, the American food writer Eliza Leslie had published her own version of a similar dish in Directions for Cookery, in its Various Branches (1837). In the ‘Appendix’, which contained ‘New Receipts’,b Leslie shares her novel recipe for ‘Apple Bread Pudding’:

Apple bread pudding
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Pare, core and slice thin a dozen or more fine juicy pippins or bell-flowersc strewing among them some bits of the yellow rind of a large lemon that has been pared very thin, and squeezing over them the juice of the lemon. Or substitute a tea-spoonful of essence of lemon. Cover the bottom of a large deep dish, with a thick layer of the sliced apples. Strew it thickly with brown sugar. Then scatter on a few very small bits of the best fresh butter. Next strew over it a thin layer of grated bread-crumbs. Afterwards another thick layer of apple, followed by sugar, butter, and bread-crumbs as before. Continue this till you get the dish full, finishing with a thin layer of crumb. Put the dish into a moderate own, and bake the pudding well, ascertaining that the apples are thoroughly done and as soft as marmalade. Send it to table either hot or cold, and eat it with cream-sauce, or with butter, sugar, and nutmeg, stirred to a cream. This pudding is in some places called by the homely names of Brown Betty, or Pan Dowdy.

While Leslie’s recipe no doubt predated Soyer’s, the recipe had probably been doing the rounds for decades among settler families. A skit in the New England Farmer newspaper from 1838 suggests that ‘pan dowdy’ was a dish of some antiquity. The footnotes to the verse ‘Oh for that dish to bumpkins dear!’ explained the pudding to bemused readers:

This rustical and true Yankee dish is not now, we trow, often seen at table in Boston. Should any citizen be ignorant of its nature, we beg leave to inform him, on the authority of Dr Dryasdust, that it is a prodigious apple-pie, with a brown crust, baked in a deep pan, unde nomen. Crust and contents are crushed into a chaos; and when served up cold, as the Doctor says, credite Pisones, it is fit for an Archduke.20

Over time, America’s ‘pan dowdy’ seems to have morphed into a dish made with a chunkier topping – such as slices of bread or pastry – rather than breadcrumbs, while the crumblier pudding takes on the new name ‘Apple Crisp’. As for the British specifically inventing the ‘apple crumble’ in the Second World War, this simply isn’t true. Mrs Mary Morton’s ‘Household Tips’ in the South Bend Tribune, an American newspaper, laid out a perfect recipe in 1928, a decade before hostilities began. This time not a breadcrumb in sight, just the classic flour, sugar and butter crumble topping (albeit sweeter than modern versions) which the British later claimed as their own:

Apple crumble with cream
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Peel and quarter six tart apples and place in a buttered casserole. Mix thoroughly three-quarters cup sugar, quarter cup flour, four tablespoons butter, one teaspoon cinnamon. Sprinkle this mixture over the apples. Add half cup water and bake till apples are tender. Serve with cream and sugar.21

In reality, apple crumble made with this amount of butter, sugar and flour would have been a pipe dream for most British families during the Second World War. Rationing meant that Mrs Morton’s generous quantities would have used up an entire week’s rations of sugar and butter in just one meal. British wartime recipes for crumble are much more ascetic – in a leaflet produced by the Ministry of Food for ‘Puddings without Eggs’22 the recipe only specifies ‘fat’drather than butter and, along with sugar, is used in minute quantities compared to the stewed fruit.

Fruit crumble (Serves 4)
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1lb of fruit

A little water

1½ oz fat

4oz flour

Pinch of salt

3 tablespoons of sugar

Prepare and stew the fruit in as little water as possible and place at the bottom of a fireproof dish (1 pint size). Rub the fat into the flour, salt and sugar and sprinkle the mixture over the fruit. Bake in a moderate oven for 15–20 minutes.

This tasty, if not a little tart, pudding would be served, of course, with lashings of custard made from a packet. Bird’s Custard Powder had originally been invented back in the 1830s by chemist Alfred Bird. Bird’s wife Elizabeth loved puddings, but was allergic to eggs, so he created an egg-free powder, using cornflour, that only needed the addition of hot milk. Just a decade later, Bird’s Custard was a household name but the powder really came into its own when rationing hit in the Second World War, with advertising slogans such as ‘Bird’s Custard – Makes Milk Go Further!’ appealing to straitened households.

a Inorganic pesticides had been used in orchards since the late nineteenth century, across many apple-producing countries. One favourite was ‘Bordeaux Mixture’ – a toxic spray of copper sulphate and lime – which was first developed by a French vineyard owner to deter local children from stealing his grapes. It was used by apple growers to prevent mildew, but had the misfortune to also be poisonous to livestock, fish and humans. The American-owned United Fruit Company used Bordeaux Mixture on its Latin American fruit farms in the 1920s – local workers nicknamed the fungicide ‘parakeet’ as it would leave everything it touched, including workers, a rather worrying blue-green colour. Even more toxic was lead arsenate (LA), a winning combination of lead and arsenic, which was used against the codling moth. Since the introduction of LA in the 1890s, apple growers had found that the codling moth was becoming increasingly resistant to its effects, which led them to use it with even greater frequency, sometimes up to six applications a season during the Second World War.

Both lead and arsenic residues had been known to be deeply harmful to human health since the early twentieth century but, thanks to its cheapness and availability, LA continued to be squirted onto apples, and other food crops, well into the last quarter of the twentieth century. Lead and arsenic also persist in the topsoil for decades – so much so that in places of historically heavy use, such as Virginia or Washington state in the US, orchard land still has to be tested and decontaminated if it is going to be used for new housing or local development.

b Before the 1700s, most culinary instructions were called ‘receipts’ not ‘recipes’; both words, however, come from the same Latin verb, recipre, meaning ‘to receive’.

c Bellflowers or ‘Yellow Bellflowers’ are an American apple thought to have originated in Burlington County, New Jersey, in the mid-eighteenth century. It’s also one of the few American apples that was embraced by France, being introduced from North America to Normandy in the nineteenth century, where it became known as the Belle Flavoise.

d Margarine if you could get it but more likely lard.
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Crunch Time
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Writing just after the Second World War, English country columnist John Moore described the moment he welcomed a bulldozer into his ancient orchard:

I arranged with a contractor to get rid of the perry-pear trees and the ancient apples which for years have borne nothing but small green belly-aching fruit. The contractor arrived in something which looked like a German Tiger tank and parked it, roaring and crackling, outside my front door.

As Moore watched in both shock and awe at the ‘horribly purposeful’ machine, he slowly realised that it was permanently and irrevocably altering the whole shape of ‘our little landscape’. It took just two and a half hours for the bulldozer to tear through the tangled branches and rip up the orchard’s roots. When the dust had settled, the devastation was complete. ‘In a short morning’s work’, Moore concluded sadly, ‘the monster knocked down and grubbed-up 27 trees, many of them big ones, taking 150 minutes to destroy utterly the thing which Nature had taken a hundred years to create.’1

Moore wasn’t alone. The second half of the twentieth century was, on the whole, a disaster for British orchards. Across the country, from the late 1950s onwards, old apple trees were grubbed up in their hundreds of thousands. In the space of just fifty years, Britain plummeted from growing 250,000 acres of apple trees to just 60,000 – a loss of over three-quarters of the nation’s entire orchards. But why?

The first challenge to British orchards came from post-war changes to farming. With the Second World War finally over, the world breathed a collective sigh of relief. Out of the ruins, British agriculture had emerged seemingly stronger and more confident. The government had also learned its lesson. Never again did it want to leave its food production in a such a vulnerable position. In 1947, the Agricultural Act was passed with the hope of doing two things: first, to create a stable agricultural industry capable of producing as much home-grown food as possible; second, to ensure farmers were recompensed for their continued support and capital investment in new farming methods.

The war had been a crucible of change. From its ashes came a whole host of innovations that affected almost every corner of agriculture. From potent new fertilisers and lethal pesticides to powerful tractors and new high-yield crops, intensification was now the name of the game. Farmers were also encouraged to ditch mixed farming, that ‘bit of everything’ approach with its traditional blend of livestock, cereals, fruit and vegetables, and instead to specialise or die.

As part of this strategy, Britain promised its farmers guaranteed prices for eleven staple commodities including wheat, potatoes and sugar beet. But, crucially, not apples. Even the government, which had cajoled growers into producing more during the war, appeared to have lost faith in the future of the fruit. What was the point, asked the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food, of cultivating apples when you could earn more growing other crops: foreign countries also seemed to be doing it bigger, better and more cheaply: ‘Is your orchard an asset or liability?’ they asked bluntly.2 ‘There is no doubt that quite a number of orchards – the smaller ones in particular – are likely to be an embarrassment to the owner rather than a source of gain.’

Not everyone was so pessimistic, however. In the ten or so years directly after the war, a number of British apple growers were confident they could make a go of it. Despite the fact that fruit imports from places such as America and Canada had returned with a vengeance, there was a sense that British apples still had something to offer, especially when it came to taste. The general view of British orchardists was that, although foreign apples often looked dazzling, they couldn’t beat home-grown apples on flavour. As writer Robert Atkinson explained confidently in his book Growing Apples, written in the mid-1950s:

Fortunately for the English grower, quality of imported fruit has never equalled home-grown. Bulk shipments from overseas in the time between the wars showed the state of affairs: hard, bright red, tasteless apples from abroad, as alike as peas in a pod, against the often rough-looking ill-presented English fruit of incomparably better taste. And in the overseas orchards, garish sun above and irrigation channels in the dust, against the slow, English, autumn days of sun and dew drench, as mellow as an old brick wall; wax doll apples against the awkward natives.3

For a brief period, it looked like things were going the British apple growers’ way. By the mid-1950s, a record 180,000 tonnes of dessert apples and 325,000 tonnes of cooking apples had been grown in the UK, with Cox’s and Bramley apples centre stage. To top up the nation’s fruit bowl, only a further 120,000 tonnes were needed from abroad. Most of this success was achieved, however, not through an expansion in the acreage of orchards but by ripping out old trees and planting heavy-cropping dwarf varieties. And, while these smaller bush-like trees pumped out apples on an impressive scale (sometimes yielding as many as four times the crop of a traditional orchard), they needed intensive herbicide and pesticide treatments to flourish, including the now infamous DDT. They were also too short for livestock to graze under, and had a lifespan of just a few decades. Robert Atkinson also spotted a potential problem on the horizon: ‘On top of home expansion there have been heavy post-war plantings on the Continent, chiefly of Cox, Jonathan and Golden Delicious, and primarily directed at the English market.’4 Few could have predicted, however, just how successful these new European apples would be.

When Britain joined the European Economic Community (EEC) in 1973, British growers faced increasingly stiff competition from other member states, including France and Holland, who enjoyed well-organised farming cooperatives. When growers joined forces they found they could not only improve their access to outside markets but could also afford to run persuasive marketing campaigns. The Golden Delicious apple, for example, hit Britain like a tsunami. The fruit, now the poster child for French orchards, actually started life in America in the early 1900s and was introduced to Algeria as part of a post-Second World War aid scheme. When Algeria gained independence in 1962, a handful of growers fled to France and took cuttings with them. The French took to the apple with relish – Golden Delicious trees not only fruited abundantly, making their apples relatively cheap, but they also looked good, grew blemish-free and uniform in shape, travelled well and stored for months – all attributes that appealed to newly emerging supermarkets. France’s massive ‘Le Crunch’ advertising campaign, funded by cooperative money, also captured the British imagination. As one newspaper reported soon after:

Suddenly the British came to realize that their own apples had limitations. The Cox apple fruits late in the year and does not keep for long. It varies greatly in size and adopts eccentric shapes. Because its trees are relatively ‘shy bearers’ it is expensive compared with the Golden Delicious. All this tended to swing the British housewife’s affections toward the French invader […] An apple is threatening to do something Napoleon Bonaparte never achieved – stage a cross-channel invasion and defeat the British on their home ground.5

Indeed, such was the vigour of the European apple market that growers were actually producing far more apples than the market could eat or press. By the late 1980s, the glut of apples had become such a problem that the EU decided to incentivise farmers to stop producing quite so much, offering thousands of pounds per acre to dig up existing apple trees. British consumers were also being tempted with other shiny, supermarket-friendly imports – not least the Fuji (pages 254–5), which Japan had finally released to the world in the 1960s, and the ubiquitous Granny Smith (page 308) from Australia, which, by 1970, constituted half of its entire crop.

The British didn’t stop buying their own home-grown apples when they were in season, but something had shifted in the national mentality. In the pursuit of physical perfection, longevity, the ability to withstand handling and transport, and a predictable year-round supply, only a few varieties of apple were making it into shoppers’ baskets. As Joan Morgan and Alison Richards concluded sadly in their New Book of Apples: ‘The new stars of the apple world – Braeburn, Elstar, Fuji, Jonagold, Pink Lady and Empire – are offsprings of the old major international varieties […] In England, however, in the main, neither these parents nor most of their progeny thrive sufficiently well to be commercially competitive.’6

Three-quarters of all the apples British people buy are now imported and even those that are home-grown have to be flawless. Four-fifths of all the apples British people eat are bought in supermarkets: 2.2 million apples a week in Tesco alone. In 2014, the National Farmers’ Union reported that around 20 per cent of British-grown Gala apples didn’t even make it to supermarket shelves, having been rejected for not being red enough, despite being ripe and perfectly delicious. Three years later, a different study found that a quarter of all apples grown in the UK are wasted on cosmetic grounds alone.7

Apples have become a global commodity not a regional, or even national, delicacy. A powerful mixture of consumer demand, supermarket buying criteria and innovations in controlled-atmosphere storage (which allows apples to be kept ‘fresh’ for months) mean that, of the thousands of known varieties of apples, only a handful are grown across the world. In America, for example, which grows about 5 million kilograms of apples a year, just five varieties account for most of this bounty – Gala, Red Delicious, Fuji, Honeycrisp and Granny Smith. And, despite having a history rich in native heritage varieties, only the Red Delicious is a native cultivar of any age – the Fuji, Granny Smith and Gala are antipodean in origin, and the Honeycrisp is a relative newcomer.

A similar picture emerges elsewhere: in New Zealand, Gala and Braeburn apples make up nearly four-fifths of the entire crop;8 in France, nearly 40 per cent of production is the Golden Delicious alone, followed by Galas, Granny Smiths and Braeburns.9 Italy’s four big hitters are Gala, Granny Smith, Red Delicious and Golden Delicious, while half of Chile’s entire exports consist of Royal Galas, followed by the Pink Lady apple, Granny Smiths and Fujis. China, which was a relative latecomer to commercial apple production and currently grows over 40 million tons per year (four times more than its nearest rival America), relies on the Fuji apple for nearly three-quarters of its entire production.10
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But does any of this really matter? It’s only human to want to improve on nature. It’s also wonderful that so many people still want to eat apples. To answer the question, therefore, it’s important to tease out some of its threads.

The first is the thorny issue of food security. Genetic diversity in humans, animals and plants has always been the secret of life. As we know, apples play this game well. For millions of years, as a species, the apple has used this evolutionary strategy to resist disease, deter pests and cope with environmental change and other stresses. The apple’s roulette approach to reproduction has underpinned its capacity not only to evolve but also to flex, adapt and thrive.

By only growing a handful of varieties, we are severely reducing the apple’s genetic diversity. In America, for example, nearly 90 per cent of its historic apple varieties have gone. The United Nations’ Food and Agriculture Organisation has warned that declining genetic diversity in agriculture – whether in varieties of apples, breeds of chicken or strains of wheat – makes food and livestock very susceptible to disease. It also puts farmers in a more vulnerable position when it comes to crop failure or livestock culls. If crops wither or animals die, it puts global food security at risk. Genetic diversity within a species – such as growing lots of different varieties of apple worldwide – also enhances recovery after a widespread event, such as extreme weather or virulent disease. Genetic uniformity – which has been the global food strategy since the Second World War – is a deadly game to play.

Not only do we put food security at risk by only cultivating a handful of similar varieties, but we are potentially growing apples for traits that may put them, and us, at a disadvantage in the long term. If you select for long shelf life or bright colour, other useful genetic traits – such as pest resistance or ability to cope with drought – can be lost in the process. And, rather than throw more pesticides, fertilisers or irrigation at the problem, all of which have a financial and environmental cost, genetic diversity is thought to be the cheapest and most sustainable way for agriculture to tackle the problems it will face in the future.

Scientists are looking, for example, at the potential of our oldest, gnarliest wild crab apples – including our European crab Malus sylvestris and the Caucasian crab Malus orientalis – to protect cultivated apples of the future. Many of these ‘progenitor’ crab apples have ancient traits that could help apple crops adapt to climate change. These traits include late flowering, efficient water use, drought tolerance, resistance to sunburn and cold hardiness. It’s a race against time, however, to find true Malus sylvestris in the wild – many of the crab apples that have sprung up in feral places are actually hybrids with newer, domestic varieties (see European Crab Apple, pages 316–19).

And, if we are being completely self-interested, genetic diversity within a plant species also offers us greater opportunities for pharmaceutical cures, regenerative medicine and other scientific discoveries. A joint study by Cranfield University and Kew Gardens, for example, tested over sixty different cultivars ranging from the ancient ‘Decio’, reputed to date back to Roman times, to the modern commercial apples such as Braeburn and Golden Delicious. The experiment found that many of the heritage varieties had higher levels of important phytochemicals than their modern counterparts. One of these was phloridzin, a chemical known to regulate blood sugar and reduce the risk of type 2 diabetes. Crab apples and sour cider apples were also found to contain very high levels of phloridzin. The intense breeding for a sweet, crisp texture, perfect looks and a long shelf life seems to have lowered the apples’ natural levels of phloridzin and reduced their micronutrient content while simultaneously supercharging sugar levels.11

Along with food security, there is a strong cultural argument to be made for protecting and promoting the thousands of regional and historic varieties of apple that still exist. Apples can differ widely in colour, taste, use and other qualities depending on where they grow. These older traditional varieties are also often better suited to local site conditions than the modern cultivars. A village, town or even region’s cultivars are part of its history and food heritage. People interested in ‘terroir’ – a food’s unique flavour imparted by the natural environment in which it is grown – know that it applies to apples as much as to wine or cheese. By focusing on globally ubiquitous, supermarket varieties, many local orchards are overlooked. These geographically specific varieties are the essence of ‘local food’. Life would be considerably greyer without Sussex’s Knobbed Russet (a spectacularly delicious apple with a bad case of acne), Kent’s tough but tart Grenadier or the pink-flushed Norfolk Beauty, whose flesh reduces to a delectable, incomparably creamy purée.

When it comes to wildlife, traditional orchards take some beating. A strange and wonderful cycle of decay and renewal, blossom and fruit, creates an environment for an army of different insects, birds, fungi and mammals. One apple tree alone can support over a thousand different invertebrates including moths and beetles. Orchards aren’t just apple trees – they’re an ecosystem in miniature, nurturing grasses, shrubs, wildflowers and mosses, all of which support a wide variety of wildlife. Apple trees age, die and renew themselves quickly, creating perfect habitats for ‘deadwood’ species that nest in the cavities or feed off the rotting wood. Blossom attracts pollinators such as bees and butterflies in their thousands, while windfalls and fruit on the bough provide energy for dozens of birds and small mammals. From woodpeckers to cardinal beetles, dormice to fieldfares, the orchard supports them all.

By contrast, many modern commercial orchards are surprisingly barren. In the pursuit of high productivity, some of the qualities of a traditional orchard are lost. Dwarf or semi-dwarf trees have a much shorter lifespan and, because they are regularly replaced, don’t create the same rich, decaying wood habitat so precious in traditional orchards. The stumpiness of shorter apple trees and the high density of their planting can affect which kinds of bird live and nest in an orchard; unimproved grassland and wildflowers, which attract pollinators and other creatures, are often replaced with ground management systems with grassy strips between trees that have a ‘vegetation-free zone’ underneath. Add into this frequent spraying regimes of pesticides and fungicides and it’s easy to see why commercial orchards, although beautiful, can be a hostile environment for wildlife.

For apple growers, it seems to be an almost impossible balance to grow apples that are perfect enough and cheap enough to be commercial. Everything is a trade-off. Sprays can reduce pests that damage crops but are also doing long-term damage to the beneficial pollinators an orchard relies on. Birds may peck at apples but they perform an important service in eating the insects that attack fruit. Planting flowers adjacent to apple trees increases the amount of beneficial insects – both pollinators and pest-predators – but can make it tricky for machines and vehicles to access the trees.

China, like others, is a country wrestling with this very problem. For much of the twentieth century it grew very few apples commercially. From the 1980s onwards, however, China’s production of apples started to increase. The pace was gentle at first – in 1980s it grew around 2 million tons; in 1990 it was just over 4 million. By the 2010s, China had supersized its production to a staggering 40 million tons, becoming the largest apple grower worldwide and outproducing its nearest rival, the US, by a factor of eight. Indeed, about half of all commercial apples grown on the entire planet, and half of the world’s apple orchards, are Chinese, helped in no small part by the country’s liberal use of pesticides.

A report in 2021, which looked at more than 450 Chinese apple farms, found very heavy chemical use across the study. While countries such as the US and France sprayed under 4 kilograms of pesticides per hectare in 2017, China applied over four times as much – more than 13 kilograms per hectare.12 Not only is this having catastrophic effects on the country’s ecosystem, health concerns about pesticide residues are also beginning to bite. China hopes to increase its export market for apples but is finding itself coming into conflict with other countries over safe levels of pesticide use, chemical residues on apples and using toxins that are banned elsewhere.13

For the moment, China can rely on its domestic market – it only sends around 3 per cent of its entire crop abroad, primarily to Russia, central and eastern Europe, and South-east Asia. The lion’s share of China’s apples are munched by its own people, who are inordinately fond of the fruit and chomp their way through 12 kilograms per person every year, compared to the world average of 2 kilograms. Concerns about food safety, however, are beginning to dominate domestic discourse and put pressure on farmers and government regulation to change. According to the magazine Xiaokang, food safety has been ranked the most important and alarming security issue for four consecutive years in a nationwide survey.14 The overuse of pesticides has also had a devastating effect on numbers of bees, which are needed to pollinate the country’s orchards. Thanks to a combination of habitat loss and heavy insecticide use since the 1980s, many commercial apple and pear operations have to pollinate their trees by hand – a hugely costly exercise. Wild pollinators, which used to visit the trees, have all but disappeared and beekeepers, who traditionally rented hives to orchardists, refuse to put their honeybees into heavily sprayed areas.

It would be a mistake, however, to think that the rest of the world isn’t complicit. In 2018, Unearthed, an environmental journalism charity, found that a number of European countries, including Britain, were exporting tens of thousands of tons of pesticides containing chemicals that were banned on their own farms and orchards. These were destined for use in low- and middle-income countries with weaker environmental regulation. Closer to home, the Pesticide Action Network found worrying evidence that the use of the ‘more hazardous’ pesticides on our own fruit, as defined by European law, has actually increased.

In 2009 a number of chemicals regularly used on fruit were deemed harmful enough to be classed as ‘Candidates for Substitution’ and their use phased out. Samples compared over the period between 2011 and 2019, however, found residues of these toxic pesticides had actually gone up, from about one in every five fruits tested to one in every three. Moreover, some fruits produced particularly worrisome results. Over 17,000 apples were sampled between 2011 and 2019. At the beginning of the period, 16 per cent were contaminated with one or more ‘Candidates for Substitution’. Over the following eight years, this increased to 34 per cent. And, while some countries such as Sweden, Norway and Latvia didn’t have any samples that contained these particular pesticides, most others did to a greater or lesser extent.15

There are, however, two reasons to be cautiously optimistic. The first is that there has been a huge amount of interest in traditional orchards and preserving heritage varieties for future generations. Apple gene banks and living collections exist across the world – including private companies, botanical gardens, arboreta and NGOs, each looking after valuable apple genetic resources. Thanks to the efforts of organisations such as Common Ground, which launched in 1990, traditional orchards are now being celebrated and cherished. The UK has its own ‘Apple Day’ on 21 October, designed to highlight the ecological and cultural significance of heritage apples and orchards. Common Ground also encourages people to make the connection between apples and diversity, using the pome as a shorthand for the importance of local distinctiveness and rich biodiversity.

Thanks to their efforts, and the work of similar organisations, community orchards are booming, with people coming together to plant fruit trees on shared green spaces, including village greens, schools and housing association land. The Community Orchard Project South East, for example, have established more than a dozen community orchards in and around Surrey in less than two years. At a national level, another group called the Orchard Project – who work in urban areas around Britain – have planted and cared for more than five hundred community orchards since their inception in 2009. A similar picture emerges across many countries – America and Canada, for example, have numerous and vibrant community orchard projects across rural and city environments.

The second reason for hope is that many farmers and scientists are working hard to find ways to marry the two opposing forces of viable agriculture and environmental responsibility. From using fewer ‘inputs’ such as pesticides and fertilisers to creating biodiverse, resilient orchards that are naturally less prone to disease and pests, there are lots of ways sustainable farming can keep the apple trade alive. Conventionally, the success of an apple venture is measured solely in yield. A more holistic approach is starting to emerge that takes into account not only how many apples an orchard can squeeze from its trees but how damaging that process is to soil health, air and water quality and wildlife. Just like financial capital, ‘natural capital’ is an asset we must preserve. If we deplete our environment, it is a debt with a deeply unpleasant potential.

As consumers, we have a huge influence on what gets grown and how. If we persist in buying the same narrow varieties – those shiny, imported apples – we have only ourselves to blame. Whether you seek out locally specific apples in a farmers’ market or greengrocer, plant a heritage variety in your garden, set up or rescue a community orchard, or buy regional apples when they do appear in your supermarket, it all helps. Only by celebrating the apple’s incredible diversity and unique heritage will we ensure that its delicious story continues.

MINCE PIES

Stonehenge is such a fascinating and mysterious structure, seemingly plonked in the middle of the Wiltshire countryside. And yet, its builders must have lived somewhere. Just about two miles north-east of Stonehenge is the lesser-known Neolithic settlement Durrington Walls. And it’s there, archaeologists believe, the people who created the world’s most famous prehistoric monument may have lived five thousand years ago. Excavations of Durrington Walls, and its middens or rubbish heaps, have revealed amazing evidence of the kinds of foods these Stone Age engineers would have eaten both for daily subsistence and at seasonal feasts such as the winter solstice. Remains of seeds, bones and other organic material show that these early farmers knew how to grow cereal crops, kept pigs and cows, and foraged for berries, nuts and crab apples. It’s a tempting list of ingredients and one that has led heritage experts to speculate these Neolithic builders may have enjoyed mince-pie-like pastries during winter festivities.

So what would this Stone Age ‘mince pie’ have tasted like? From what was available locally and seasonally, researchers believe that a serviceable pastry could have been made from animal fat and wheat, hazelnut or even acorn flour. The fruit component would have come from wild sources – sloes, blackberries, damsons and crab apples – possibly sweetened with wild honey or dried and rehydrated to concentrate their natural sugars. These ancient treats might have been baked on a hot stone, heated in the embers of a fire, not unlike a traditional Welsh cake.

Whether Stonehenge’s building community were really tucking into ‘mince pies’, we’ll never know, but flesh and fruits have long been cooked together in pies. As we’ve already learned, medieval recipes often used savoury and sweet ingredients together with great aplomb. The Form of Cury, written around 1390, has a ‘Tart de Bry In Lent’,a which has the rather unusual mixture of fish, fruit and spices:

Tart de bry in Lent
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Take Fyges & Raysouns. & waisshe hem in Wyne. and grinde hem smale with apples & peres clene ypiked. take hem up and cast hem in a pot wiþ wyne and sugur. take salwar Salmoun [salmon] ysode. oþer codlyng, [cod] oþer haddok, & bray hem smal. & do þerto white powdours & hool spices. & salt. and seeþ it. and whanne it is sode ynowz. take it up and do it in a vessel and lat it kele. make a Coffyn an ynche depe & do þe fars þerin. Plaunt it boue [above] with prunes and damysyns. take þe stones out, and wiþ dates quarte rede [quarted] dand piked clene. and couere the coffyn, and bake it wel, and serue it forth.

While this particularly fishy mince pie was designed for the run-up to Easter, most spiced pastries would have been made for midwinter, thanks to the late autumnal ripening of their ingredients – damsons, apples, foraged berries, hazelnuts and so on. Exotic and aromatic spices would have also been expensive, so reserved for special celebratory feasts such as Easter or Christmas.

The label ‘mince pie’ was well established by the beginning of the seventeenth century – one of the earliest recipes to mention them by name was found among the state papers of Edward Conway, secretary of state to King Charles I. How the instructions came to be mixed up with Conway’s official documents isn’t clear but the handwritten notes for his ‘For six Minst Pyes of an Indifferent biggnesse’ are a delight and would have created small pies with a sweet pastry crust and sticky, fruity centres:

For six minst pyes of an indifferent biggnesse
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Take halfe a peck of the fynest Flower, 2 li[bra]s of Suger, 2 li[bra]s of Butter, a Loyne of fatt Mutton, w[i]th a litle of a Legg of Veale to mynce w[i]th it, 2 li[bra]s of Reasons of the Sunn [raisins], as many Currons, of Cloves, Mace, and Nuttmeggs one ownce. For the Paist mingle 1 pound and a halfe of Suger w[i]th the Flower and breake in the Yolkes of six Eggs, then worke it together w[i]th 3 parts of the two pounde of Butt[e]r. Sett on a litle water, and lett it Seethe, then scym it and put in the 4th parte of the Butt[e]r, and when it is melted, Scym it cleane from the Water, and worke it w[i]th the Paist.

For the Meate. Let it be seasoned w[i]th Pepper, and mingled w[i]th halfe a pound of Suger, the other Frute and Spyce, the Raisons must be stoned, & some of them mynced amongst the meate, the others put in hole, put in the Joyce of two Orringes and one Leamond [lemon], and the Ryne of them smale mynced. When the Pyes are filled slyce Dates and stick in the top, and when you sett them into the oven Wash them over w[i]th the yolkes of Eggs and pynn them upp in Papers.16

Until the Victorian era most minced pies contained meat not fish. They were also enjoyed across the water in both France and Italy, not just on English tables. François Pierre de La Varenne, one of the most influential French chefs of the seventeenth century, included a recipe for Italian minced pies that closely resembled English meat and fruit versions:

Minced pies after the Italian fashion
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Parboil a leg of veal, and being cold, mince it with beef suet, and season it with pepper, salt and gooseberries, mix with a little verjuice, currans, sugar and a little saffron in powder.17

Surprisingly, some minced pies used eggs rather than meat as their main source of protein. Hannah Woolley’s The Gentlewoman’s Companion, published in 1673, revealed the perfect meat-free version:

Egg mince pye
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Boil your Eggs hard, then mince and mix them with Cinamon, Currans, Carraway-seed, Sugar and Dates, minced Lemon-peel, Verjuice, Rosewater, Butter and Salt, with these fill your Pyes; when baked, liquor them with Butter, White-wine, Sugar, and ice them.18

Samuel Pepys makes numerous mentions of ‘mince pies’ in his diaries, almost all at Christmas time. And, although we often accord Charles Dickens the honour of ‘inventing’ our modern idea of Christmas, Pepys’ descriptions of seasonal mince pies, nearly two hundred years earlier, are delightfully evocative: ‘We had to dinner, my wife and I’, he wrote cheerfully in 1663, ‘a fine turkey and a mince pie’.19 His wife is clearly adept in the kitchen. Pepys writes about coming home, chilled to the bone, to find her making hot mince pies and, one Christmas Eve, ‘having sat up till four this morning seeing her mayds make mince-pies’20 instead.

Not everyone, however, liked mince pies or, it seems, what they stood for. Samuel Rowlands, a satirist writing at the beginning of the seventeenth century, used the insult a ‘mince pie guest’ to describe a swaggering cavalier with a greedy appetite.21 A more serious objection to Christmas food in general, however, came from the Puritan movement. Protestantism had become well rooted in Britain after Henry VIII severed himself, and the Church of England, from Rome. Puritans took Protestantism to the extreme; any tradition or occasion that didn’t have its basis in biblical scripture couldn’t be justified. Many Puritans also felt that some of the festivities, such as Christmas, had become more about indulgence and overeating than a celebration of the birth of Christ.

Scotland had banned Christmas in 1640, and in 1645 England’s Parliament passed a new Directory for Public Worship, which stated that religious occasions, including Christmas, were not to be spent enjoying ‘carnal and sensual delights’ but in spiritual contemplation. And, while there was no specific ban on Christmas food, the mince pie briefly became a heretical pudding and symbol of decadence. Marchamont Nedham, a journalist during the Civil War era, switched sides several times during the conflict, having begun his career as a parliamentarian propagandist. Of the Puritan mince-pie fiasco, which he called ‘December-Pyes’, he wrote:

All Plums the Prophets Sons defy,

And Spice-broths are too hot;

Treason’s in a December-Pye,

And Death within the Pot.22

Mince pies, however, were soon rehabilitated. By Victorian times, mince pies (or minced pies) didn’t have to contain meat, the only residual animal product being the suet. Street vendors would sell cheap versions to London’s poor, many of whom had no means of cooking at home. London Labour and the London Poor, Henry Mayhew’s vivid 1851 account of the city’s most impoverished residents, relayed the tricks used by itinerant piemen to make their ingredients go further: ‘For street mince-meat pies the pieman usually makes 5lb. of mince-meat at a time, and for this he will put in 2 doz. of apples, 1lb. of sugar, 1lb. of currants, 2lb. of “critlings” (critlings being the refuse left after boiling down the lard), a good bit of spice to give the critlings a flavour, and plenty of treacle to make the mince-meat look rich.’23

Meanwhile, from the warm glow of London’s more comfortable streets, the writer John Timbs shared a luxurious and well-tried recipe, which had been in the same family for generations. His miscellany of traditions and interesting facts, Something for Everybody (1866), tempted readers with a bracingly alcoholic version:

Minced pies
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A pound of beef suet, chopped fine; a pound of raisins, do., stoned; a pound of currants, cleaned, dry; a pound of apples, chopped fine; two or three eggs; allspice, beat very fine, and sugar to your taste; a little salt, and as much brandy and wine as you like.

He also added the helpful tip that a ‘small piece of citron in each pie is an improvement and the cover or case should be oblong, in imitation of the crache [sic] or manger where our Saviour was laid, the ingredients themselves having been said to refer to the offering of the Wise Men.’ He finished with a folk superstition so enticing it’s hard to see why it died out: ‘There is a superstition that as many houses as you eat minced pies in during Christmas, so many happy months will you have in the ensuing year.’24

Even in popular fiction, it seems Christmas wasn’t Christmas without a mince pie. In Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847), our eponymous heroine enjoys a rare moment of domestic bliss with some ‘beating of eggs, sorting of currants, grating of spices, compounding of Christmas cakes, chopping up of materials for mince-pies, and solemnising of other culinary rites.’ The children’s author Enid Blyton also wrote extensively about the sensory pleasures of Christmas, a stark contrast to her own, frosty upbringing. Remembering her family Christmases as a young girl, she recalled: ‘[…] after I started school we had no more children’s parties at Green Hedges, either for birthdays or Christmas […] my mother’s distaste for visiting children and my lack of social graces must have also been responsible.’25 Descriptions of mince pies and jollity seem all the more poignant knowing Blyton’s colourless memories. In Five Go to Demon’s Rocks (1961), mince pies represent everything wonderful about childhood exuberance and appetite:

‘What about having a few of Joanna’s famous mince pies too?’ said Dick, taking the lid off a big square tin. ‘Whew! Dozens! And cherry buns as well! And homemade macaroons — Joanna’s speciality! I say what a meal!’26

a For years, this recipe was transcribed by translators as ‘Tart de Brymlent’, leading to much debate between medieval scholars about what time of the year ‘Brymlent’ was. It turns out that on closer examination of the manuscript, the letter ‘m’ is actually the word ‘in’, and the proper name of the dish is ‘bry (bream) in Lent’. Oops.


Appendix:
Five Famous Apples

Bramley

In 1809, in Southwell near Nottingham, a girl called Mary Ann Brailsford was bored. Finding something useful to do, she took a pip from the kitchen table, where her mother was preparing apples, and carefully planted it in a flowerpot. As in ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’, the pip turned into a vigorous seedling and soon outgrew its clay container. Mary Ann then took the tiny apple sapling and planted it at the bottom of her cottage garden, hoping it might sprout an apple or two in a few years’ time. Four years on, just as the tree was beginning to show promise, Mary married and moved out. A few years later, following the death of both Mary’s parents, the house was sold and bought by a butcher, Matthew Bramley.

The tree continued to quietly grow and fruit until one autumn in 1856. Henry Merryweather, the seventeen-year-old son of a nurseryman and already an experienced orchardist, met a man on the streets of Southwell who was carrying a basket of particularly large and impressive apples. When he was asked where he had acquired them, the man told Henry that they were from Mr Bramley’s tree down the road. Interviewed in 1924, Henry Merryweather, then in his eighties, vividly remembered the moment he saw the tree:

I at once went to see Mr Bramley and his apple tree, which was full of beautiful fruit. I was a young man at the time but knew most of the apples of any consequence and on seeing this tree I was at once struck with the marvellous appearance of this wonderful variety and asked for its name. He said: ‘It is my apple raised in my garden and it is called Bramley’s Seedling.’ I asked for some grafts and was told to take what I wanted. From that time I worked all the plants I had room for and by degrees I had a fine stock of young plants. I then began to have fruiting trees in the Nursery, which more than ever confirmed my opinion of its great value and I considered it the finest apple I had seen.1

Merryweather’s experience and knowledge of apples did him proud. Only six years after Henry had seen the fruit growing in Matthew Bramley’s cottage garden, he had successfully propagated enough saplings to start selling them commercially. Merryweather was so convinced of the fruit’s unrivalled qualities he began to show the Bramley apple at competitions around the country, including the much-talked-about 1883 National Apple Congress in London. Most entrants brought along ten or more apple varieties to show, hoping to dazzle the judges, but Henry – with extraordinary chutzpah – put all his hope and faith into just one, the new Bramley. His gamble paid off, however, and the judges were bowled over by this novel and ‘very handsome’ apple with its invigoratingly acid flesh that made the sweetest, tastiest purée when cooked. It also had the enviable trait of being ready to use as soon as it was picked, but also would ‘keep good until June’. Merryweather’s Bramley apple was awarded a First Class Certificate.2

It was also noted by the committee, with remarkable foresight, that the Bramley was going to be ‘the finest marketing Apple in cultivation’ and would go on to commercial greatness. The British currently buy around 100 million fresh Bramley apples every year and enjoy a further 250 million used as an ingredient in ready-made puddings, cakes and other products.3 Of the original tree that once blossomed in Mr Bramley’s garden, the news isn’t quite so rosy. Now more than two hundred years old, the Southwell Bramley is dying from an incurable fungal infection. Though gamely battling on, the tree is probably coming to the end of its natural life but Nottingham Trent University, who are now its loving custodians, are working hard to extend its prognosis, replanting grafts of the original tree and preserving its DNA for future generations.

Granny Smith

Maria Ann Smith and her husband, Thomas, set sail for Sydney, Australia, in 1838, hoping for a better life. Maria had been born into an impoverished family in Sussex, England, one stuck in the cycle of badly paid farm labour and illiteracy. On their wedding day, both Maria and Thomas signed the registry with a simple mark. By the late 1830s, sky-high rents and depressed wages forced many British rural folk to seek their fortunes abroad. Countries such as Australia and Canada hoped to entice poor but skilled workers and their families with free passage or government grants. And so, with little to lose, Maria and Thomas, with their five offspring aged between one and sixteen, boarded the Lady Nugent with 231 other souls and sailed into the unknown.

Despite the arduous 128-day voyage, which saw four births and two child mortalities, Maria and her young family arrived unscathed. Thomas soon found work in the newly flourishing fruit district in Ryde, now a suburb of Sydney, and by the mid-1850s the couple had saved enough money to buy 24 acres of farmland with the intention of raising their own orchard. What happened next isn’t quite clear but the most reliable account seems to come from an interview, conducted in 1924, with a retired fruit grower called Mr Small, who had met Maria or ‘Granny Smith’ when he was a child. One morning, in 1868, Maria had asked Mr Small’s father to take a look at a young apple tree that had sprouted, by accident, down by the creek on her land. Small Jnr, then just twelve years of age, tagged along:

The tree was growing amongst ferns and blady grass down by the creek, and had a few very fine specimens of apple on it. Mr Small, Senr., tested it critically and remarked that it was a good cooking apple and might be worth working from, though Mobb’s Royal and several other good cookers seemed to fill the demand at that time. The boy, however, remarked that it was also a good eating apple, too, as he sampled it.4

The tree had grown from some crab apple pips that had been discarded a few years earlier. According to Small’s later account, Maria had brought some gin cases back from Sydney market that still contained the remnants of some rotten European Malus sylvestris, which she promptly dumped by the creek. The resulting crab apple trees are thought to have crossed with a nearby cultivated orchard apple tree, to produce a new variety with all the flavour of a tart eating apple but also the makings of a useful sour cider apple and a good cooker. Given the Smalls’ seal of approval, Maria started to propagate cuttings from her ‘Granny Smith’ tree. She never lived, however, to see the extent of her apple’s success, dying just two years after the Smalls’ visit.

Nevertheless, her work had piqued the interest of other local orchardists, most significantly Edward Gallard, who not only planted Granny Smiths on his own land but also snapped up the Smiths’ acres when Thomas finally expired in 1876. The apple proved popular at local markets but didn’t receive national attention until the 1890s, when the fruit started to make an appearance at horticultural shows.

The real boost came in 1895, when New South Wales’ Department of Agriculture picked out the cultivar for special attention as a promising candidate for export. Its unusually waxy and tough skin, thought to come from the genetics of the crab apple, slows down the rate at which the apple loses moisture once harvested and made it ideal for transporting long distances just at the time when Australia was looking to expand its overseas markets. By the 1950s, at least half of all new apple trees being planted were Granny Smiths and the country was producing as many as a million bushels a year, much of it destined for Britain, but also Singapore and Scandinavian countries. Other nations soon recognised the commercial potential of the Granny Smith and by the early 1960s New Zealand, South Africa and South America had joined the race, soon followed by Europe and the United States. Maria Ann Smith could have never guessed that her chance, scrappy seedling would go on to be one of the most commercial, profitable apples of all time.

Red Delicious

Sometime in the 1870s, a farmer was wandering up and down the rows of trees in his Madison County orchard. Jesse Hiatt was an experienced grower of the Bellflower apple and was dismayed to find a random new hybrid seedling had sprouted where it shouldn’t. He quickly cut it down but the seedling grew back, so he chopped it down again, only to find the redoubtable little tree had once again sprung back to life. Sensing he was fighting a losing battle, Hiatt left the seedling alone.

The tree soon started to bear a surprisingly delicious variety of apples, which Hiatt named Hawkeye, but to his disappointment couldn’t find anyone interested in propagating the tree commercially. In 1893, by which time Hiatt was in his seventies, an exciting competition was launched to find tasty new varieties of apple. The Stark Brothers Fruit Company of Louisiana were keen to find a novel cultivar to replace the Ben Davis, then the most widely grown apple in the US. Ben Davis had traded on its handsome good looks for years but ultimately let itself down with its bland flavour, so Hiatt decided to send in some samples of his sweet, fine-textured Hawkeyes. Apple lore tells us that, upon taking his first bite, one of the Stark brothers exclaimed ‘My, that’s delicious!’ and declared the Hawkeye the winner. As with all good Cinderella stories, however, bad luck threatened to spoil events when it was discovered that there was no name and address card with the entry. The owner of the delicious apple remained a mystery.

Undeterred, the Stark Brothers held the same competition the following year, which Hiatt duly entered. This time, on seeing the Hawkeye correctly labelled, the brothers wasted no time in contacting Hiatt, purchasing all rights to his prize-winning apple and renaming it the ‘Delicious’. With considerable Stark money and marketing now behind it, including taking the fruit to the St Louis World Fair in 1904, the Delicious shot to popularity. In 1914, ‘Red’ was added to its name and, as one journalist noted: ‘By the 1940s, the Red Delicious was the country’s most popular apple, with the broad shoulders and lipstick shine of a Golden Age Hollywood star.’5 The Stark company had also sold more than 10 million fruit trees across the globe, all offspring from Hiatt’s original seedling.

More recently, the Red Delicious has suffered something of a setback. Apple growers started to tinker with the apple’s appearance and storage ability, hoping to make it even more commercial. The result is an apple with an enticingly red, thick skin but one that doesn’t pack half the punch in terms of flavour. Recent studies have revealed a link between apple skin colour and taste; the thing that gives apples their characteristic aroma and flavour seems to reside in the molecules concentrated in the skin and outer flesh. The older, paler original strains of Red Delicious had more of these flavour molecules, while newer, redder varieties have traded tang for bright crimson looks.

What was until recently the most popular apple in the United States has now been knocked into second place by the arguably tastier Gala, a fruit first grown over seven thousand miles away in New Zealand. The delectable, native apple that originally beat the boring Ben Davis into submission looks, sadly, like succumbing to the same fate.

Flower of Kent

In 1629, the great botanist John Parkinson must have been chuckling to himself. He had just published his mighty new tome – Paradisi in Sole Paradisus Terrestris – which he translated into English as Park-in-Sun’s Terrestrial Paradise, a pun he must have spent a considerable time working on. For all its amusing title, the book was a work of colossal scholarship – a complete horticultural guide to the Englishman’s garden, divided into three convenient sections on the flower garden, the kitchen garden and the orchard. In the latter, the apple was treated to a lengthy analysis and Parkinson took the trouble to think of as many apples as he knew. Among them were varieties with curious and pleasing names – not least the Cow’s Snout, the Crow’s Egg, the Old Wife (‘well relished’, apparently) and the Bastard Queene, a good-looking fruit with a nasty taste. Parkinson also mentioned the Flower of Kent, a ‘faire yellowish greene apple both good and great’,6 but said nothing more about it. Little did Parkinson know that less than forty years later, the Flower of Kent would be central to one of science’s most important discoveries.

Fast-forward to late summer 1666. Following an outbreak of bubonic plague, Cambridge University had decided to shut up shop and send its students back home. Among these bright young things was Isaac Newton, who returned to his childhood home, Woolsthorpe Manor, in Lincolnshire. As the Flower of Kent apples began to ripen on the tree in his garden, Newton watched one particular fruit fall to the ground. It was this event that inspired him to formulate his law of universal gravitation, a scientific principle that could explain why objects fall to the ground and how planets orbit the Sun.

Just a year before his death in 1726, Newton told the Woolsthorpe apple story to his friend William Stukeley, an archaeologist and clergyman. Stukeley went on to write a biography of Newton’s life and shared the now famous anecdote:

we went into the garden, & drank thea [tea] under the shade of some appletrees, only he, & myself. amidst other discourse, he told me, he was just in the same situation, as when formerly, the notion of gravitation came into his mind. ‘why should that apple always descend perpendicularly to the ground,’ thought he to him self: occasion’d by the fall of an apple, as he sat in a contemplative mood: ‘why should it not go sideways, or upwards? but constantly to the earths centre? assuredly, the reason is, that the earth draws it. there must be a drawing power in matter.’7

The Flower of Kent apple tree continued to flourish in Newton’s garden until disaster struck in 1816, when the tree was felled in a storm. Parts of the fallen timber were taken as souvenirs, but enough of the living tree was intact to allow a small number of cuttings to be established elsewhere, including nearby Belton Park. Over a hundred years later, in the 1930s, the Fruit Research Station in East Malling took grafts from the Belton Park tree and offspring of this plant have ended up in university campuses and botanical gardens across the world from America to Australia. In a particularly fitting end to the story, in 2010 a NASA astronaut took a small piece of Newton’s original apple tree aboard the space shuttle Atlantis and headed for the International Space Station. The Royal Society, of which Newton had once been president, loaned the 4-inch chunk for the voyage, a fitting tribute to a man who worked out why celestial objects move in the way they do. Meanwhile, back on Earth, the original Flower of Kent apple tree at Woolsthorpe Manor continues to quietly grow and drop its apples, assisted by gravity, every year.

European Crab Apple

Around twenty years ago, a sandy mound on the island of Pabay Mor, off the Isle of Lewis in the Outer Hebrides, was starting to reveal its secrets. With every storm, the loose sand was blown away, until one day a passer-by noticed what looked like human remains poking out from the large heap. A subsequent excavation uncovered the burial of an older man in his fifties, and a small child. The pair had been carefully placed in a grave, marked with a large stone, and sent to the afterlife with a few humble belongings. No gold trinkets or gilded treasures, just a small undecorated pot and a few simple stone tools. A subsequent radiocarbon test for the man and the child gave a surprisingly early date of around three and half thousand years old.

Rich in wildlife, the 360-acre island of Pabay Mor is now uninhabited, but the archaeology and the history tell a different story: one of hundreds of years of comings-and-goings, from medieval priests to nineteenth-century crofters, each making Pabay Mor their home. The Bronze Age man and child pushed Pabay Mor’s history even further back in time. They also added to an increasingly complex picture of what life was like for Bronze Age people living on the islands of the Hebrides. The presence of stone artefacts, far from where the material occurred naturally, painted a picture of outward-looking communities, eking out a life on these remote islands but also sailing and trading far and wide beyond their own shores.

DNA analysis of the wild animals that now occupy the Outer Hebridean islands also supports this idea. Red deer, for example, are thought to have been brought to these remote outposts by large coracles or canoes during the Bronze Age or even earlier. Where they came from isn’t certain but genetics suggest it certainly wasn’t the Scottish mainland and, in all likelihood, was probably somewhere much further away. While this idea may sound implausible, there are similar scenarios on the other Scottish islands. Large numbers of voles from mainland Europe, for example, are thought to have stowed away in the bedding or fodder of livestock that was brought to Orkney at least five thousand years ago.8

So, what does any of this have to do with the apple? In 2003, just a year after the discovery of the Bronze Age man and child on Pabay Mor, a lonely, but very much alive, crab apple tree was also discovered on the island. Its remote location baffled botanists, as crab apples don’t usually grow so far north-west and the only other similar tree was found two hundred miles away on Shetland. The exact age of the crab apple also isn’t known. And, while in normal conditions, crab apples usually only live for a hundred years or so, there has been speculation that the tree might be a rare survivor from a much more distant time.

Scientists have been looking at wild apple trees across the UK for years, trying to establish just how ‘native’ they really are. While crab apples may look entirely feral, many of the ones growing in hedgerows and fields across Britain are actually hybrids and contain genetic material from modern, cultivated apples. True European crab apples – which came back into Britain after the end of the Ice Age – are quietly disappearing. Conservation work is now underway to ensure that the genuine wild apple, one of the country’s rarest native trees, isn’t hybridised out of existence. The Pabay Mor apple, however, was as genetically untouched as a wild apple could be – a perfect example of the original, true Malus sylvestris.

Quite how ancient the Pabay Mor crab apple tree is remains unknown. Some scientists believe it to be no more than two hundred years old. Others suggest it may even be an 11,000-year-old remnant from the last glaciation, which survived by putting out new branches as the old ones died off. Yet another theory is that, just like the red deer, the crab apple arrived on the island as a stowaway, a happy remnant of ancient Bronze Age trade, and grew where its pips were discarded. Unlikely, yes. Impossible? No. But what an appetising tale it makes.
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