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Executive Summary

Orchards are not usually considerednaveplayed asignificantrole in the historyor culture

of the eastern countieBut n fact, for centuries they were a ubiquitous feature of the

NB 3 Alghgscape, valued for their beauty as well as for the fruit they produced. Locally
grown fruit wereused to produce a range of distinctive local foods, as well as cider.
Orchards, at least those which are not intensively managed, also play an important role in
sustaining biodiversityThis isespeciallytrue of those featuringld trees, even in small
numbers Theyprovide habitats such as wood rot and fruihich areutilized by many native
speciesh Y Of dzR Ref Datd\Bodiertdbrates Both those orchardgeaturing tall

trees on vigorous rootstockand those characterised gmaller,low-growing specimens

have considerable biodiversity value

Before the middle of the nineteenth century most orchards were small and attached to
farms, although some specialised commercial orchatsisexisted, especially in west
Hertfordshire and the Fenlandl'he century after c.1850 saw a great expansion in fruit
production, with the development of distii A S W2 NOKIF NR f F yRaOl LJISaQ
areas such as soutwest Bedfordshire.

Since the midl950s the area of orchards in eastern England has fallamatically, from
€48,000 acregc. 19,400 hectareso ¢.8,000acres €. 3,240 hectares) a decline of around

83 per cent. The loss of old farmhouse orchards has beaxparticularlylarge scale

Greater efforts need to be made to arrest arVerse this decline. The efforts of amateur
INRdzLJA YR OKINRGASA Ay SadlofAiakKay3ad ySg wo2®
through, in particular, adjustments to the planning system to ensure that such orchards
become a common feature of future hougidevebpments.



Introduction

Orchards East, a project supported by the Natidrmtery HeritageFund (then the Heritage Lottery
Fund) was set up in 2017 by interesteththusiastsand academics based at the University of East
Anglia in Norwich. It had a range of aims, including the establishment of new community orchards
and the dissemination of necessary skills like grafting and pruning. But at its core was a desire to
understandmore about the history of orchards, their role in sustaining biodiversity, and their
current numbers and condition in the eastern counties. The project thus involved detailed research
in public and private archives, oral history, and biodiversity survegslected orchards. Above all, it
featured an extensive survey, carried out by around 150 volunteers, who examined the sites of more
than 10,000 orchards, known from old maps and other sources. This report presents the results of
these endeavours and isvitled into two sections. The firgivesa brief history of fruitgrowing and
orchards in the eastern counties, aagamineghe current condition of the orchard heritage. The
second discusses the results of the biodiversity surveys.

WO I &G S NYs used thrguHo@nis fepoktto mean the moderradministrativecounties of
Bedfordshire, Cambridgeshire, Essex, Hertfordshire, Norfolk and Suffolk, together with the Unitary
Authorities like Lutorwhich areembedded geographically within them. In histaliterms, this area
includes the old county of Huntingdonshire, together with the Soke of Peterborough.

The work presented here would have been impossible without the generous support of the National
Lottery Heritage Fund, the University of East Angtie,various Local Environmental Records
Centresand, above alla large and active collection of volunteer researchers and surveyors.



Part 1. The History and Condition of OrchandsEastern England
Types of Orchard
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terms, they fall intothree or four main typesalbeit ones with blurred boundaries.

Farmhouse orchardsusually covering less th&acreq0.8 hectares)have been present in eastern
England since at least medieval times. They produced fruit for domestic consumption and, in most
cases, a small surplus for local sdest were under permanent pastuandwere dominated by
apples, with smaller numbers of pesaplums and (to a lesser extent, in most areas) cherfiesy
featured tall trees, spaced at intervals of between 6 and 12 meaed many seem to have had
borders of cobnuts or plums, in part to provide shelter for the tr&sthe sixteenth centurynost

farms of any size appear to have possessedrchard especially towards the south and east of the
region¢ in Hertfordshire, Essex and East Anglehere settlement was more scattered, and many
farms stood within their own land rather than beinlgistered in nucleated villages.

At LA O £ WTih Novfdk, wati\uideds planed around 120 years ago

Commercial orchardsnay be defined as those which formed the main business of the owner or

tenant, or a substantial part of iEmallholdings Wh orchards appear in our documents, often in

urban or suburban contexts, in medieval times but through the seventeenth and eighteenth

centuries they became more numerqud were joined by whole districts in which farms steadily
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soils were well suited to fruit cultivation, and access to major markets existed. In west Hertfordshire,

loamy soils overlying chalk provided an ideal environment for the cultivatichefies, ando an

extent appleslordon, around 30 kilometres to the souttivasan ideal place to sell themCherry

orchards were extensive here, especially on the smaller farms, by the early eighteenth century but in
addition fruit trees were widelylanted as hedgerow treesA number of different varieties of sweet

cherry were grown includinthe Caroonalso known as the Hertfordshire Bldekparticular
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Cherry, eaten in a Morning tasting, off the Tree: which, for its noble, pleasant Taste, and laxative,
FYyGA&a02NDdzi A O v d: Andtherearly drén of ¥dninérciaRpfotluktioevelogei Q
aroundthe Fenland town oWisbech, where apples and to a lesser extent plums were being grown
on a significant scale by the eighteenth century. Wisbech was an inland port on the river Nene and
the fruit could be shipped by water to a number of markets in eastern England. Smalker sc
specialisation is apparent, from an early date, in a number of other districts, includingeastth
Hertfordshire and parts of south Essex.
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It was, however, the arrival of the raidysin the middle of the nineteenth centugnd the

opportunities they presented for getting fruit to distant marketsondon, and the industrial
connurbations of the Midlands and the Norttwhich sawthe real development ofommercial
orchards By thestart of the twentieth century there were 13,555 acres (5,487 hectares) of
commercial orchards in the eastern counties, in addition to around 5,850 acres (2,360 hectares) of
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farmhouse and domestic examplde Fenland orchardsad experienced significaréxpansion,

while major centres of production developed on the calcareous loams and clays of south

Cambridgeshire (plums and appleahd2 y G KS WA afl yRaQ 2F KAIK 3INRdAzyR
the nearby fen edge (apples and plum&)najor fruit-growing industryalso emergedn southwest

Bedfordshire, devoted to the cultivation of tiel YA 2y & OF f f S RQowerpliin,ZadddzNE  t NX
apples Various othermore localised concentrations of fregrowingemerged asin the Lea valley

and in southeag Essex.

50

kilometres

—

The distribution of orchards in the eastern counties @900, as shown on the Second Edition OS
6-inch maps.

Overthe following four decades the area of commercial orchand$fie eastern countiegcreased
steadily, reaching 20,1&cres (8,159 hectares) in 1910, 29,875 acres (12,090 hectares) iad®25
over 36,000 acres (14,570 hectares) on the eve of the Second WorldWsphenomenal

expansion was driven by a range of forces: agricultural depression, which encouraged tarmers
diversify production; continued growth in urban markgnd an increase in the numbers of
smallholdings, in partsaaconsequence of government policies. The period also saw the
development, or expansion, of a range of food processing industriesdinglaidermaking and jam
production with the Chivers factory at Histon in Cambridgeshire, and Wilkin and Sons at Tiptree in
Essex, providing powerful stimulus for local plum growihgsting concentrations @bmmercial
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productionexperienced furthegrowth, although a few stagnatedncludingwest Hertfordshireand,
in particular,south-east Essex, which grew into the 1920s but then tended to dedliectothe
expansion of Southend. But new, localised concentrat@dssemerged, as in norteast Norfdk
and central Essex.
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planted in the interWar period, the trees have attained a massive siza combination of the
vigorous habit of the variety, and thenoist and fertile local soils.

Much of thistwentieth-centurygrowth was associated with small farms and smallholdings, but a

number of large producers also emerged. Someze associated witHocal farming families; some

grew through the gradual expansi@f smaller fruitgrowing enterpriss; some were created by local

landowners like the Cubitt family of Honing in Norfolk, or by businessmen from outside the region,

ddz0K & GKS AyFlY2dza /2EQ& hNIy3IS tALLAYey/ 2 YL y&
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what was, in effect, a pyramid selling scheme.

Following a pause during the Second World Viae growth of the orchard area resumed, with
particularlyrapid expansionn Essex and Suffolk. The peak probably came around 1955, when there
were over 44,000 acrg47,800 hectares)f commergal orchardin the eastern countiedogether
with around 4,000 acrefl,620 hectaresdf small domestic, or neglectedrinhouse, examplehe
average density of orchards someeastern countiedy this stageivalled that found in the
traditional fruit-growing counties of western Englarduch of ths last phase of expansiovas
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