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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
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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…
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