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One: Cider Eggs and Apple Pie
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Paradise found:

There was a half dusky light, the sun had not long set, the wind was spiralling around in great gusts and the rain came at me vertically, like arrows stabbing at my face, I was wearing a Driza-Bone raincoat, a beanie and woollen gloves and I felt quite warm and snug in my cocoon. I climbed up a hill leading away from the old South Australian copper mining town of Burra. I walked across the crest of the hill and down into a protected valley where wild oats grew thick and lush. I then climbed up onto the saddle of two hills and looked down upon the wild fertile valley and as the cold wind punched at me I thought, I can grow apples here.

Hard work and an accident:

After I finished my University degree in history, I worked in the theatre for several years and then one day I packed my bags and went walk about. I arrived in England in 1983 and the first thing I did was to take a red double decker bus to Hampstead, North London and buy a really beautiful geared up touring bike. I got on the bike and cycled towards Woolwich, East London, where I was born. I never got there. Cycling through Greenwich, famous for Greenwich Mean Time, the traffic was very dense, but in London it is always that way, another cyclist joined me, we talked as we rode, then I was struck from behind and flung to the ground. Vehicles swerved in chaos all around me. Those moments on the ground and getting up were the slowest few seconds of my life, the world seemed to have come to a halt. The other cyclist also lay on the road, I helped him up or maybe he helped me. He had milk bottles in a basket on his bike, they were broken and the road ran white with milk. I offered to pay for the milk. When my mind started to return to the present I asked him if there was a bike shop nearby, the front wheel of my brand new bike didn't look promising but then neither did I. He and another man, a truck driver, helped me on to the pavement. They gave me bits of paper with names and addresses on, then I picked up my bike put it over my shoulder and walked to the closest bike shop. At the bike shop I noticed that I was half crippled, my right shoulder ached and my right hand didn't work. So then I set off to find a hospital and a nice nurse from Sri Lanka x-rayed and then bandaged me up. I looked like an Egyptian Mummy.

A week later with only one hand that worked and still carrying a few tattered bandages I picked up my repaired bike and cycled across London and then several hundred kilometres down to Lands End, Cornwall. On the way to Lands End I stopped for the night at the Youth Hostel in Swanage, Dorset. I cycled into Swanage at sunset and I remember heather covered moorland, the heather was in flower all purple and lovely and in the sunset it looked absolutely beautiful. I checked in to the Youth Hostel and had a very careful shower. One of the wardens at the time was an Australian girl from Adelaide and later that evening we sat on the front steps of the hostel looking out to sea, I can't remember if we could actually see the sea. It was a warm night and we talked of home and she offered me a job. The tricky thing was to do the work required and not let on I only had one working hand, I did the work and they never noticed.

Why were my accident and the job in Swanage important? Because Swanage sits right underneath one of England's premium cider regions and not only did I spend the odd day on my bike cruising through the hedgerows, eating Cox's Orange Pippins as I rode, pigging out on scones and clotted cream in the afternoons and then downing a few pints of cider in the evenings but one day two young lasses from Yorkshire arrived in Swanage. They were nice girls and I made them coffee and we played pool while I manned the late shift at the hostel. I also let them in late, in those days youth hostels had a ten o'clock curfew, Sue and Brenda they were called and a few years later I talked Sue into coming to Australia with me to buy some land and plant apple trees. Why apples? The Cox's were so delicious and the cider was often so rough I knew I could easily make cider as good or better, plus I liked a good cider. Of course when we got to Australia that was when the hard work started, as I was a penniless wanderer we both had to get jobs and start saving before we could plant anything.

A mud brick house:

It was in 1989 that my wife, Sue, and I were looking for land. We had a vision of a block of land where we would plant gum trees and an orchard of old fashioned apple trees such as Bramley's Seedling, Cox's Orange Pippin and cider apples like Yarlington Mill, we would keep a flock of free range chickens, we would build a mud brick house in the middle of it all and we would live simply far from suburbia. For an income we intended being self sufficient and for extra cash selling our produce, cider, eggs and apple pies.

The day we took possession of the land it was hot, about thirty degrees or more, Sue and I drank a sparkling champagne cider and picnicked on our block, we had special cheese and lovely bread and all good things, but no shade. The one hundred and some acres we had acquired had two hills at over 500 metres above sea level, four fertile valleys, a big, old, ugly green shed but only one tree and that was up the side of the steepest slope, so we picnicked out in the sun and then we tried walking the entire perimeter, we managed it but what with the heat and the alcohol it was a hard half drunken crawl.

The first winter we planted two thousand Australian native trees, Blue Gums, Golden Wattles and what have you, I remember all autumn waiting for the rains to come but they didn't, eventually we started planting anyway. To keep the trees alive Sue would go down to the creek in Burra and fill up twenty litre drums with water, she then drove the water up to the block in the back of her small Ford Laser and I would haul the water around giving the trees one litre of the precious liquid. One day we were busy planting a row of Sugar Gums. I smashed the ground open with a scrub axe then I carefully planted the tree that I had grown in the backyard of our flat at Henley Beach in Adelaide, then Sue watered the tree and mulched it. We planted about 50 trees that day and the bureau of meteorology had predicted rain but we had heard it all before and didn't believe it. Then suddenly a cold damp liquid started to pound into our bodies, we ran for it but we got soaked anyway. It was raining, we didn't care about getting wet, it was wonderful!

Planting the apple trees could now begin and it was much the same as planting the natives but the holes were much bigger and we planted in long rows. Great rounds of black water pipe and irrigation line needed to be run out, we had some fun getting tangled up in delinquent PVC pipe but all came good in the end and the Bramley's and Cox's took off as if they were natives, even the cider apples, Kingston Black and Foxwhelp, made themselves right at home. Years later I discovered that the Kingston Black I had been sold were actually Improved Foxwhelp and the Foxwhelp were in fact Yarlington Mill. Anyway everything we planted that year turned to gold and the following year we planted more natives plus oranges, cherries, lilly pillies, to make lilly pilly jam, banksias for the cut flower trade and quandongs for more jam. However the heavy frosts of Burra, which coming from frost free Adelaide we had never reckoned with, took us by surprise and killed the lot. Luckily we planted more apples, Laxton's Superb, Sturmer Pippin and the cider apple Yarlington Mill to name a few and again they made themselves right at home.

It was Christmas 1992 and the next stage was to build the house. The plans for the mud brick house were drawn up in Adelaide and in February a bulldozer was let loose. The following week my brother Chris and I drove up to Burra to set out a house site. It was hot, very hot in the sun but we made the best of it and got stuck in and were soon hammering in hurdles and playing with string lines to set out the site. When we got back to Adelaide my wife Sue and Chris's girlfriend had been worried because it had been 41˚C in the shade but Chris and I told them that they need not have worried as in Burra it had only been 39˚C in the shade. Pity we didn't have any shade!

Over the next few weeks Chris and I threw up the timber frame for the house and then it was Sue and my turn to start bricking up. The mud bricks arrived on great semi trailers and the mortar, just like mud, arrived in tip trucks. Sue quickly learnt to be a brickie and I learnt to be a brickies labourer. We arrived on Friday night after we had finished work for the week and camped out in an old shack Chris and I had put up. Unfortunately an extended family of mice had also moved in and they raced around the shack all night with our dog, an Australian Terrier called Sam, chasing them and crunching the odd unfortunate. The next morning I got up early and blocked up all the holes in the shack, the mice were never quite so bad again. Sue meanwhile cooked up some breakfast and while she cleaned up the breakfast things I mixed up a batch of mud and moved great piles of mud bricks into place, meanwhile Sam ran around the site like a hooligan just let out of jail. I would wet the walls we had built the week before and Sue would start spreading mud over them. The mud bricks also got a splash and then I handed the heavy weights up to Sue and battle commenced. We could only lay three rows at a time so when we had achieved three rows the walls were washed down and covered over with plastic to protect them from the rain, what rain? And then we moved on to the next section.

Months went by, winter came, winter went, there was a drought that year so lots of frost but not much rain which made building easy and then one day Chris arrived to put the roof on. The roof went on in spite of constant drizzle, then Sue and I put up the wooden match board ceilings, at first she held the timbers while I nailed them in place, then I thought 'shit to this, if Sue nailed the boards in place as well we would go twice as fast', so we bought Sue a hammer and she soon became quite handy with it. We then started work on the slate floors and what a long heavy job that was. I mixed more concrete than I ever want to be reminded of but suddenly the place started to look less like a building site and more like a house.

Christmas Eve 1993, we finished work at our jobs in Adelaide, I loaded the Ute with a double bed I had made out of old timbers and loaded other bits and pieces, then we jumped aboard and did the two hour trek up to Burra and moved in to our mostly completed house. We spent Christmas day fitting out the bathroom so that we could have a shower but it was a great Christmas. The house was our Christmas present to each other.

Gold Dust:

I built a state of the art chook house and we sold eggs for a while, we even sold cut flowers however the apple pies never eventuated. As the apple trees started to bear more and more fruit we tried selling apples and even though our apples were in demand it became obvious that we could never make a living that way, so I took up my original dream and started making cider. I got a bit of equipment and started experimenting. The results were ordinary. We purchased an apple mill and a basket press and we fermented in old Spanish plastic cherry barrels, usually we got more cider over us than in bottles. We would crush and press the apples in the field which was very pleasant but the results were still very ordinary. I didn't want to make ordinary, cheap, pub cider that had about as much real apple flavour as a cardboard box, so one day I decided to break all the modern rules and go back to making cider the way it was once made on the farm. I took all the text books on cider making reread them and worked out what they instructed the good cider maker not to do and I did just that. The result was a cider we named Gold Dust. A few weeks after bottling I started to drink Gold Dust with dinner and I remember saying to Sue, 'try it, it's good.' 'Yes I know what your cider tastes like,' she would reply, however one day she called my bluff and tried it. 'It is good,' she said, 'in fact it's delicious'. The cider I had made had a lovely golden colour, it was complex, delicate, smooth, lush but in no way overblown, it had the flavour of an early apple, a little bit of residual sugar but sprightly, fresh and clean tasting. We both fell in love with it and still drink it every day as a pre dinner drink.

So what was so different about the style of cider we had created? Well, the majority of pub ciders are made from very little apple and sometimes pears are used instead of apples, they are half water and sweetened with sugar, they are loaded with preservatives and colour and flavour enhancers, artificially carbonated and made and drunk in a matter of weeks. Fizzy sugar water, not really cider. The style of cider we developed is made from one hundred per cent apples and wherever possible nothing else is added at all. Our cider is made in oak barrels and matured for two, three or more years. But as well as that the blend of apples is very important, commercial cider is often made from sweet, tasteless supermarket apples, the formula we worked out calls for a blend of highly flavoured sweet heritage apples with a good acidic bite such as Bramley's Seedling and Cox's Orange Pippin, plus tannic cider apples like Yarlington Mill and perhaps a few very sweet modern apples. The growing conditions are also important, I prefer to grow apples in neutral to slightly alkaline clay soils in a moderate rainfall area with not very much irrigation water and lots and lots of sunshine.

A mud brick cider cellar:

Despite all our protestations when we had finished building our mud brick house that we would never do that again, autumn 1999 saw Sue and I getting up at the crack of dawn and going to bed at sun down working all hours building a mud brick cider cellar. I can remember putting the irons in for the foundations which Sue and I planned to pour in a few days, I was knackered, I was on the ground down almost on my face tying the steel rods together and an old friend of mine Cathy Cox walked up to where I was working, 'I want to buy some cider,' she said. 'What, you want to buy some of my cider?' I asked. 'Yes,' she said, 'and you shouldn't call it cider but fine apple wine,' and we did.

Great Wine:

By Chris Barnes wine writer for the Wine Selector Magazine:


'Great wine that reeks of the countryside does not necessarily have to come from grapes, as Tony and Susan Thorogood have proved. They set up their cider cellar from scratch in 1990. Tony is another great Burra character. He may not remember your name, but he'll turn you into a disciple of the alcoholic apple before you know it. This orchard and apple winery is as far from the stainless steel and pumps of a modern winery as you can get.

The production techniques are straight from Normandy or Somerset, using an Italian wine press and organic straw to squeeze the juice. The apples all have exotic varietal names such as Somerset Redstreak and Yarlington Mill. Tony, true to his individuality, christens his apple wines with evocative names like Misty Morning, full of bite and complexity and Summer Lightning, slightly sweet with a savoury, herbal finish. And then there's his beer. Billy B's is the one to look out for if you like dark, malted flavours and a chewy edge. The perfect chilled glass with a plate of aged cheddar.'
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Two: Wine of Wild Orchards
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Shickered or do you have any non-alcoholic cider?:

There is no such thing as non alcoholic cider, all cider is alcoholic, if it is not alcoholic it's apple juice. The word cider is derived from the Hebrew word sheikh'ar (shicker) meaning strong drink and I have been told by Israeli customers that the word is used in Israel today to mean a drunk. In fact the word shicker has been used in many countries around the world for a drunk. One young Australian lady told me that her father was a country cop and on Friday and Saturday nights he would say 'I'm going out to round up the shickers.' In Australia today we have the expression 'shit faced drunk' and a customer from sunny Queensland expressed the view that this Australian vernacular was derived from the word shicker.

The making of alcohol from apples goes back deep into prehistory. Originally cider would have been made in a hollowed out log, the apples were dropped into the hollow and pounded with a wooden stave, the pulp was then left to ferment. A Spanish visitor to our cider cellar explained that this very method was in use in northern Spain when he was a boy. The Spanish had refined the process by the twentieth century and the juice was carefully tipped into oak barrels to ferment.

Cider or sheikh'ar is mentioned in the Bible and references to it crop up in documents throughout history, it is not until the seventeenth century however that detailed accounts of cider making appear. Many seventeenth century instruction books for 'The Good Housewife' still exist and they give a graphic picture of cider making at that time. According to Gervase Markham in 'The English Husewife', 1648, all the apples were checked for bruising and disease and defective apples were discarded. The apples were then turned into pulp with beetles (something like a 4 x 2 post used to pound the apples), the pulp was placed in a hair cloth sack and the sack placed in a cider press until all the juice was run out, the juice was then drained into a vessel that must be 'exceeding neate, sweet, and cleane', then after twelve hours it was poured into old wine barrels. Spices were sometimes added and the bung hole was stopped with a mixture of clay and salt.

A large establishment would use a mill to grind up the apples. The mill consisted of a large grinding stone stood on its side, the apples placed in a circular trough were pulverised as the grinding stone was rotated by horse power. This complex cider mill was superseded when, in 1670, the Ingenio or scratter mill was invented. The Ingenio consisted of a wooden frame to direct the apples into teethed rollers where the apples were crushed. The rollers could be driven by hand or they could be belt driven using horse, water or steam power. I have used a scratter mill and it produces a much coarser pulp than the old horse drawn stone mill however the mills were cheap, fast and portable and led to the tradition of the travelling cider maker. In the nineteenth century the travelling cider maker was equipped with a scratter mill on wheels, a cider press on wheels and a third cart carrying all other necessary equipment and accessories. These three wagons were linked up like a train and hauled around the countryside by a team of shire horses and at the end of the nineteenth century, for the sum of one half penny per gallon, the farmer could have his apples crushed and ready to ferment.

The seventeenth century saw the advent of the special cider apple. The Redstreak was the most famous and was said to produce a sparkling yellow cider that was full of body and tasted like canary, a popular wine of the sixteenth century. Another apple was the Foxwhelp said to produce a full bodied, long lasting, wine like cider.

Champagne cider:

The history of bottle fermented sparkling wines began in 1615 with a decree by James I of England banning the use of timber fired furnaces for glass making. The purpose of the ban was to save trees, although I have been told it was to enable a certain party to make lots of money, the result was that glass was soon made in furnaces which used coal and the more intense heat created by the burning of coal meant thicker, stronger bottles. In the 1640's armed with the new strong bottles Lord Scudamore, the creator of the Redstreak apple, bottled cider before it had finished fermenting, tied in a cork and created a bottle fermented sparkling apple wine long before the French used the English idea to create champagne and sealed them with another newfangled invention, cork. It wasn't only sparkling ciders that were bottle fermented but also ale.

In 1636 Sir Hugh Platt wrote a book called 'Delights for Ladies' in it he described how to make bottle fermented beer. 'When your beere is.....cleare then bottle it, making your corkes very fit for the bottles....but drink not of this beer, till they begin to work again....you shall fine the most excellent and spritely drink: and this is the reason why bottle ale is both so windy and muddy, thundering and smoaking upon the opening of the bottle.' This description of the champagne method was written over half a century before champagne was made in France.

In seventeenth century England, London wine merchants began buying kegs of cheap white wine from the champagne district of France and bottling it with sugar added. This wine underwent a second fermentation in the bottle and was the first bottle fermented wine made from grapes. In 1662 Christopher Merret deposited a paper with the Royal Society, England's eminent scientific society, in which he stated: 'Our wine coopers of later times use vast quantities of sugar and molasses to all sorts of wines, to make them drink brisk and sparkling & to give them the spirit...'

John Worlidge in 1678 gives the advice of adding a small quantity of loaf sugar when bottling cider, he then recommends that the bottles are left to stand before they are stopped close and afterwards the bottles need to be inspected for breakages due to the fermentation in the bottle. If a bottle does break, he says open the bottles and give them vent, this of course will release the pressure. Another English pioneer in the making of bottle fermented sparkling wines, cider and ales was Sir Kenelm Digby 1603-1665, who in his book Sir Kenelm Digby's Closet Opened, published after his death, describes numerous experiments he undertook along these lines, he even goes to great lengths to tell the cider maker how to stop the cider fermenting in the bottle. In Somerset sparkling cider was bottle fermented as this account from1664 shows: 'Bottleing is the next improver, and proper for cider; some put two or three raisins into every bottle, which is to seek aid from the vine. Here in Somersetshire I have seen as much as a walnut of sugar used for this country cider.'

But other developments were under way. Dom Pérignon, a Benedictine monk, arrived in the Champagne district of France in 1668 and began blending the wines of the region to improve them, at the end of his life and at the turn of the new century, the champenoise began bottling their own wine to follow the 'English fashion' and create bubbles. At that time champagne was 'muddy' and it wasn't until Barbe-Nicole Cliquot inherited her husband's vineyard in 1805 that the problem of sediment was solved. Madame Cliquot cut up her kitchen table to make riddling racks and pioneered the modern method of disgorging. The sediment, or mud, is shaken into the neck of the bottle, the bottle is then opened and the mud is blown out

In England however cider had seen better days. The art of creating bottle fermented sparkling wines was forgotten and it wasn't until 1892 when H Bulmer of Hereford went to France to learn how champagne was made that there was a revival. In fact, on one of his bottles of the period the label states, 'Guaranteed sparkling and made by the same process as Champagne', so the champagne method first used in Hereford and perfected in France had come full circle. Champagne style cider was all the fashion at the time and Whiteways Cyder, amongst many others, was created by this method.

The revolution didn't last for long however and Eric Whiteway later wrote 'Hitherto cyder had been generally sold in champagne bottles elaborately labelled, corked, wired and finished with gold or silver foil...but now (1929) beer flagons came into popularity ...the effect was perhaps quantity rather than quality.'

In Thomas Hardy's novel Under the Greenwood Tree the local village male choir crack open a barrel of cider and are busy debating the quality of the oak barrel and the techniques used to make cider, connoisseurs to a man. The nineteenth century however, also saw the beginning of factory cider made for the new mass markets, the industrial cities. These artificially carbonated factory ciders are the product of mass fermenting of apple concentrate, water and sugar and are nothing like the fine old farmhouse ciders of yesteryear.

Bottle fermented cider is still made however, one or two farmhouse ciders in England are produced according to the champagne method and the cider makers of Normandy have made beautiful bottle fermented cider for many years.

At Thorogoods Apple Wines in Burra, South Australia we first started to make champagne style cider because of an accident. I made a semi sweet cider in 1998 from a blend of special cider apples, Sue and I bottled the cider using an automatic bottling machine that took one bottle at a time, bottling in those days used to take a long time sometimes from seven in the morning until 10 at night. So we bottled our semi sweet cider in the spring of  ̓98 in standard wine bottles and left it in racks in a shed to mature. On Christmas Eve we went up the hill to the shed to retrieve a few bottles to drink over Christmas, we opened the door of the shed and found a chaos of blown corks, broken bottles and spilled cider! The cider had inadvertently gone through a second fermentation in the bottle and the increased pressure had blown the corks. We carefully carried an
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