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Traditional farm 
orchards  
(in Suffolk … mostly) 
Paul Read, Suffolk Traditional Orchard Group
www.suffolkbiodiversity.org/orchards.aspx

Orchards and fruit trees are the main 
focus of the Ancient Tree Forum’s 
conference and field events this 
summer, but today’s commercial 
orchards are very different from 
those of a hundred years, or even a 
thousand years, ago.

With the exception of some older cider 
apple and perry pear orchards, today’s 
commercial orchards have dwarf trees of 
few varieties in neat rows of uniform trees, 
in bare ground, sprayed against pests, up 
to thousands of trees to the hectare. All 
this is just recent innovation, a result and 
a continuation of the industrial revolution 
when railways, roads, refrigerated ships 
and finally air transport were able to 
distribute fruit quickly – especially a few 
varieties of tough, slow-decaying varieties 
–  to centres of population. In some 

regions of Britain extensive commercial 
orchards have existed since at least 
the 18th century, notably the cider and 
perry orchards of the Three Counties 
(Herefordshire, Worcestershire and 
Gloucestershire), the Clyde valley and 
Kent. The Thames and Lea valley market 
gardens feeding London are even earlier. 
Commercial orchards came early to 
fenland in the Wisbech area too, but only 
after the railways.

Step back to before these changes, to an 
England, and in our example a Suffolk, 
before, say, 1850 when the railways came, 
and we would see a very different, and 
much older, tradition.

Today Suffolk for its size has perhaps the 
smallest area of commercial orchards in 
the country, and there were even fewer 

before the 20th century. However, for 
centuries orchards were associated with 
farmhouses, country houses, rectories, 
manors, some specialist market gardens 
near market towns, and from the 18th 
century some rural cottages, and in this 
respect Suffolk was probably no different 
from much of the country.  The farmstead 
orchards predominated: they fed family, 
live-in staff, farmworkers and day labourers 
with fruit, much of it cooked or as cyder 
(spelled in Suffolk with a y!), with maybe 
something left over to sell locally for cash. 
An orchard provided ‘top fruit’ over a long 
period, at best from early July, through 
winter and the ‘hungry gap’, even to May.  
Some fruit – pears and some apples in 
particular – may have been grown for 
winter animal fodder. 

The first orchard evaluation in Suffolk was 
done in 2006 by the Suffolk Biological 
Records Centre who created a map of 
all the county’s orchards on 2nd edition 
Ordnance Survey 6 inches-to-the-mile 
maps of 1905 (in the north of the county, 
later in the south). To almost everyone’s 
surprise there were over 6,250, mostly 
small, most less than 2 acres, an average 
of 13 per parish.   The number of trees 
each contains may be as few as half a 
dozen or as many as 30 or more (Defra 
still defines an orchard as five or more fruit 
trees). The trees were mostly large and 
relatively long lived, on traditional vigorous 
rootstocks, with some species on their 

1 A Suffolk clayland farmstead orchard in Wilby, a parish neighbouring Thrandeston, in spring.  There is a wide range of tree 
size and age here and no line structure, a high crop diversity of unsprayed and largely unmanaged standard and half-standard fruit and 
nut trees on large growing rootstocks in semi-natural grassland – here with chickens. Some deadwood retained in the canopies and on 
the ground, hedged by native species but with additional old plantings of cherry plums, damsons, old cultivated blackberries.  This is a 
good example of the UK Priority Habit: Traditional Orchard as defined by the JNCC in 2007. An East Anglian character in this, the driest, 
part of Britain is the orchard as an early spring garden, flowering before the canopy develops, in this case with antique daffodil varieties, 
elsewhere with star of Bethlehem species, Arum italicum cultivars, aconites, hellebores and alkanet. There is reason to believe that on 
isolated farmsteads orchards were managed by the women of the farm, and on many farms would have been the closest to a garden 
available.  
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since 1950, and they are surprisingly 
poorly documented. However, in some 
areas more than just traces remain. Suffolk 
Traditional Orchard Group, like other 
similar county and regional groups, was 
established to survey these old orchards 
and stimulate interest and research into 
their history, management and restoration. 

We now know that small farmstead and 
country house orchards existed across 
the whole of East Anglia, and probably in 
varying density across England. They are 
especially dense in the central claylands 
of Norfolk and Suffolk and have high crop 
diversity; they could be significant wildlife 
habitats; and they are very vulnerable, and 
increasingly at risk. 

To take a single parish as an example: 
Thrandeston, a parish of average Suffolk 
area, has 150 residents in 50 houses and 
is near the tiny market town of Eye, Suffolk, 
and the slightly larger market town of Diss, 
Norfolk. There are 16 listed farmhouses in 
the parish, mostly built between the early 
15th and the mid-18th centuries; in 1905 
every one had an orchard, quite close to 
the house (protection from scrumping!) 
and most with hedges around, sometimes 
a wall. The OS map of 1905 shows there 
were 17 separate orchards indicated by 
having the tree symbols in rows. Every 
site was close to and part of a farmstead; 
today these farmhouses are all Grade 2 
listed buildings. The OS surveyors missed 
some sites, in Thrandeston’s case it is 
thought four, all old houses, all also now 
listed. Of these 21 old orchards, eight still 
exist in large part or entirely. The rest have 
vanished (in two cases the farmhouses 
have been demolished too) and their sites 
are now an arable field, a new house, a 
garden, secondary woodland with one 
large old apple tree, a horse paddock and 
a vegetable patch. In addition there are 
two orchards that are assumed to have 
been planted in the 1930s. The People’s 
Trust for Endangered Species, which 
created a draft inventory of traditional 
orchards in England for Natural England 
using aerial surveys, recognised only two 
of these 10 existing sites. Thrandeston also 
has two orchards planted very recently 
– after 1998 – and under Higher Level 
Stewardship agreements, with traditional 
varieties on large growing rootstocks. 

Throughout the 300 or so clayland 
parishes in Norfolk and Suffolk this pattern 
is repeated. 

Recognising these old sites is sometimes 
not straightforward. The trees are generally 
of widely varied age and therefore size, 
and in old sites irregular replanting over 
many years will have lost any original line 
structure. Old trees are grafted onto large-
growing pre-WW2-type rootstocks, still 

2 Map of Suffolk, showing 6,250 orchards in 1905–25. These are recorded on 2nd
 

edition OS maps. The highest density is in the central claylands that extend north into 
south Norfolk; the lower density regions are the sandling in the east and the brecks in the 
north-west. Only a few orchards in the extreme south were commercial sites; almost 90% 
of these are associated with farmsteads and country houses. About 600 of these orchards 
exist today

own roots, under relaxed, often unsprayed 
and unpruned management, and of the 
greatest crop diversity – it was common for 
every tree in an orchard to be a different 
variety and/or species from its neighbour. 

These traditional farmstead orchards 
continued into the 20th century, but 

thereafter – especially since the 1930s – 
mechanical aids to farming meant fewer 
mouths to feed and larger farms; old 
farmhouses were sold away from their 
land, so gentrification, commuting owners, 
new rural housing, abandonment and 
horsiculture have been the major causes 
of the orchards’ demise, at its greatest 

3 The most diverse old orchard in the parish of Thrandeston. This surrounds an 
early 16th-century house, once a small farm with cattle-grazing rights on an adjacent 
common, later a market garden supplying Diss market weekly until 1930s. Twenty-six fruit 
trees remain. These include this 22m high pear, probably 150 years old, which produces 
a prodigious crops of delicious fruit,  a large ancient culinary pear called a Warden, eight 
different apple trees, damsons, plums, a shepherd’s bullace grown as a standard, three 
different sweet cherries and a cluster of vast cobnut stools of at least three varieties. 
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available today from specialist nurseries 
although not widely used since the 1950s 
(except for cider and perry orchards) and 
barely planted elsewhere from 1960 until 
after 1990, when an enthusiasm for large 
fruit trees was re-stimulated by Common 
Ground’s Apples Days. 

Most trees are apples, and many of the 
older trees, perhaps most, were varieties 
that were picked in autumn to be kept over 
winter for cooking and eating. Some pears 
too were long-keeping varieties, and some 
specifically for cooking. Quince, if only as 
single trees, were once common; medlars 
much less common; plums, universal 
although shorter-lived and sometimes only 
evidenced now by thickets of rootstock 
suckers. A few early apples and pears and 
the plums and cherry plums were picked 
and used or preserved in summer as they 
became ripe. Cobnuts, widely found in 
old orchards everywhere in Suffolk, were 
picked and eaten in August while still 
green, before the birds and squirrels got 
them, and Thrandeston cobnuts were sold 
in the local weekly markets in Eye and 
Diss, for a high cash value. Cherries were 
not widely grown in this area; just two of 
the old sites have old cherry trees, which 
are more common on the lighter soils 

of south Suffolk. The protected hedged 
enclosures were used for chickens and 
geese, occasionally sheep, and their 
hedges still include many hedge crops 
such as cultivated blackberry, bullace, 
damsons and, most common of all in 
Suffolk, cherry plums. 

Many remaining orchards have later 
plantings of more modern fruit, generally 
on garden rootstocks because that is all 

that most garden centres can provide. 
These later trees have much lower 
life expectancy. An apple on the most 
commonly available modern rootstock, 
MM106, can sometimes live for 50 years 
but doesn’t respond well in grassland 
and is easily blown over. However, their 
existence seems to provide an important 
continuation (at least in the minds of their 
owners) in the purpose of the land parcel 
as an orchard.

5 The changing character of a traditional Thrandeston orchard. A farmstead 
orchard initially planted in 1856 when the adjacent common was enclosed and the 
farmhouse built. This large pear in bloom (thought to be the variety ‘Crawford’) and a huge 
cherry plum are probably original plantings. Other trees include the ‘Conference’ pear at 
the back, probably planted about 1900 (both these large pear trees are grafted onto a 
seedling ‘wild’ pears; modern garden pears are grafted onto quince to produce a dwarf 
tree). Other trees include walnut, about nine apple trees including a ‘Bramley’s Seedling’ 
(present in almost every old orchard in England!). This photograph was taken in April 2014 
after the house and orchard had been sold away from the land. Most of the trees are still 
present but the orchard is in the process of becoming a garden with flowering shrubs 
introduced and the old semi-natural grassland mowed as a lawn.

6 An ancient unrecorded orchard site in Thrandeston.  A 16th-century farmhouse 
with the orchard close to the house, all on a moated site older than the house.  The tall 
standard apple on the left has not been identified yet; other apples include the inevitable 
‘Bramley’s Seedling’; several plums and a line of cobnut stools grow along the edge of the 
moat. Several non-fruit seedling trees such as the ash (beside the house) and field maple 
are now larger than the fruit trees and risk overwhelming them. A few recently planted fruit 
trees are on inappropriate short-lived dwarf rootstocks. 

4 Surveying an old Thrandeston farm 
orchard abandoned for about 50 
years.  The brambles are as high as the 
apple trees.  Since this photograph was 
taken in about 2006, careful clearance has 
revealed far more fruit trees than originally 
thought present.  Fruit trees include a 15m 
high pear, several greengages, including 
many greengage seedlings, two large 
walnuts, one that fell in 1987 (but is still 
alive), cherry plums, 5m high damsons, a 
12m high yellow-flowered mirabelle and 
about 8 apple trees, all different  varieties, 
all on large-growing, probably seedling 
rootstocks. It is judged unlikely that any 
of these trees was planted later than the 
1930s.
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Ancient 
Tree 
Forum 
news

Summer forum in East Anglia 
The Ancient Tree Forum’s two-day 
summer forum will include field 
visits, presentations and networking 
opportunities, and is open to anyone 
with an interest in ancient trees. 
Talks from expert speakers will cover 
topics ranging from the surveying of 
orchards and practical management 
of orchard trees, to acute oak decline, 
and pollards in East Anglian farmland. 
Sites for field trips will include an old 
fenland orchard of ancient apples at 
Wisbech St Mary, a nature reserve 
with many old oak pollards, and a 
pine line site. The event takes place 
on Thursday 18 and Friday 19 June 
and booking is essential.  For more 
information and to request a booking 
form, email eventsATF@aol.com.

Other events and training 
Places on our spring event, a field trip 
to Bradgate Park in Leicestershire in 
March, proved to be very sought after, 
and the event was fully booked by late 
2014. To make sure you hear about 
all our training courses and events in 
good time, sign up to our free digital 
newsletter by emailing enquiries@
ancienttreeforum.co.uk. Look out for 
news of our new training courses on 
valuing and managing veteran trees.

Keep in touch 
Follow the Ancient Tree Forum on 
Twitter @AncientTreesATF and 
our AncientTreeForum Facebook 
page. Keep a look out for our new 
website – due to be launched at www.
ancienttreeforum.org.uk early in 2015.

7  Interpreting the origin of some trees in an old orchard is not always easy.  The dead tree trunk 
fallen to the right is a Prunus domestica plum. The large leaning trunk to the left is its grown-out rootstock, 
also falling, but still vigorously alive, as are the smaller growths to the right. This rootstock is a cherry plum, 
Prunus cerasifera, once the most common plum rootstock in England, now rarely used as it produces 
a very large tree unsuitable for gardens and modern production. Since cherry plums were for centuries 
widely appreciated as a crop and grown in old orchards for their fruit, restoration of this orchard will 
include retaining some of these grown-out rootstocks as productive trees and leaving the dead plum trunk 
in situ.   Around the fallen tree, and the grown-out rootstock, are other younger trees. These are seedlings, 
some of the original plum tree, others from the grown-out cherry plum rootstock’s fruit. 

Arborists and tree managers in rural areas 
are frequently asked to fell, restore, or 
manage these trees, but the specialists 
who can deal with them, especially some 
of the traditional trained tree forms which 
still exist in some sites, are now rare 
beasts, so reclaiming one of these old 
orchard tree forms is now rarely attempted. 
Indeed most veteran fruit trees (which may 
not be very old by comparison with an 
oak) are probably best treated as veteran 
trees and no attempt made to 
return such a tree to its original 
productiveness. 

8 An unidentified pear on seedling 
wild pear rootstock. Probably over 150 
years old, 2.9m diameter and 22m high, 
its upper branches wired to reduce risk of 
splitting, it carries over half a tonne of crop 
in good years and is probably pollinated 
by the Warden-type pear 50m away.  
The pear (round and not conventionally 
pear-shaped) keeps until late November 
before ripening irregularly, to a firm, 
crunchy, very juicy texture (in France called 
cassante), the texture of pears grown in 
Europe before the development in the 17th 
century of the French and Belgian beurré 
(buttered) melting pears such as today’s 
‘Conference’ or ‘Doyenne du Comice’. 
These are dual-use pears, delicious 
poached or eaten raw, and have a longer 
life than most pears sold in the Britain 
today (although similar pears are still 
available in Italy and Spain). Other identical 
younger trees exist in other orchards 
locally.  Some parishes in Suffolk have 
significant numbers of large pear trees 
over 15m high.

The Suffolk Traditional Orchard Group 
propagates this tree for planting elsewhere 
in Suffolk, under the temporary name 
of the house, ‘Woodhall’, until its actual 
name is discovered – and ‘Woodhall’ may 
become permanent if it isn’t!


