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Heritage cider apples

 C
ider has a rich history in 
the UK; however, mass 
production over the last 
50–60 years has meant 
that what most of us 

now think of as cider bears little 
resemblance to the traditionally 
produced version. It is the use of  
true cider apples that is the key to 
producing an authentic West Country 
cider, but a decline in the cultivation 
of these fruits has put its continued 
production at risk. 

History of UK cider
It is thought the Normans may have 
first introduced the drink to Britain in 

the late 12th century, from the French 
cider-producing areas of Brittany and 
Normandy (there are no UK written 
records of cider making before then).

Cider’s popularity took production 
as far north as Yorkshire, but real 
strongholds were established in 
Kent, Sussex, Suffolk and south west-
ern Britain. Right up until the 20th 
century cider was popular, particu-
larly in rural communities, but the 
increasing mechanisation of 
agriculture, beginning after the First 
World War and more intensified 
after the Second World War, had a 
huge impact on the rural economy. 
Orchards fell into decline, many trees 

were ‘grubbed up’ and replaced by 
more profitable crops, and presses 
gathered dust. As time passed, the 
makers of the drink died, taking with 
them their knowledge and skills, 
while drinks such as beer and lager 
became increasingly popular  
and companies started to mass 
manufacture their versions of ‘cider’.

As a result, some of our heritage 
cider-apple cultivars are on the  
brink of extinction. Others may have 
already been lost – but there is hope 
in the form of a resurgence of small-
scale, ‘craft’ cider makers and the 
establishment of museum orchards 
to conserve heritage fruit.

Conserving cultivars
A determination to preserve the local 
history of cider for the future can be 
seen in Monmouthshire, southeast 
Wales. A pair of passionate cider 
makers, Alan Golding and David 
Matthews, founded the Welsh Perry 
and Cider Society (WPCS) in 2001. 
The aim is to protect the history of the 
area’s cider making, and to encourage 
new producers to get pressing. 
Festivals were established, which 
re-educa ted visitors’ palates to the 
taste of traditional ciders and perries 
(made by fermenting the juice from 
special cultivars of perry pears).

The WPCS recognised from its 

inception that it was in a race against 
time to record the knowledge of local 
cider makers and preserve traditional 
tree cultivars. An ongoing project 
records the memories of retired 
farmers, and the details of the 
processes involved in traditional cider 
and perry making, so snippets of 
social history – such as the man who 
would spend the harvest period 
travelling from farm to farm with a 
portable press – will not be lost 
forever. The WPCS is also working on 
locating old orchards – often no more 
than a couple of ancient trees in the 
corner of a field – and tracking  
down old, near forgotten, cultivars. 

Reviving  
the fortunes  
of  cider apples

»

Malus domestica ‘Frederick’ (left) 
is an old Welsh cultivar so red it is 
almost purple, and one of the few 
cider apples balanced enough to 
make a good unblended, ‘single 
cultivar’ cider.

For makers of the drink, last year’s 
crop (below left) was a good one, 
both in terms of volume of apples 
and quality of juice.

‘Perthyre’ (below) is another 
heritage Welsh cider apple with 
a long and distinguished history. 

After decades of losses, the future is finally beginning  
to look rosier for some of the rarest, yet most historic,  
of British top-fruit cultivars – regional cider apples 
By: Louise Curley, author of The Cut Flower Patch and the Wellywoman blog.  
Photography: Tim Sandall

‘Some of our heritage  
cider apples are on  

the brink of extinction.’
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Heritage cider apples

Welsh cider apples
All cultivars of Malus domestica 

1  ‘Cadwallader’ from Brecon:  
bittersweet; red and green fruit.

2  ‘Twyn y Sherriff’: mild bittersweet cider  
apple, pale green russet skin. From a hamlet 

near Raglan, Monmouthshire. 
3  ‘Upright French’: extremely rare; small 

bittersweet fruit that keep until December.
4  ‘Frederick’ of Monmouthshire: red skin, 

sharp but low tannins; said to make a 
good single-cultivar cider. 

5  ‘Pen Caled’ of Pembrokeshire: 
translates as ‘hard head’  

or ‘headstrong’ in Welsh. Low 
tannins, medium acidity.

6  ‘Monmouth Green’ 
(syn. ‘Landore’): grows well at 

higher altitudes. Multipurpose 
apple (can be cooked or eaten raw). 

7  ‘Broom Apple’: mild bittersweet, 
said to be good in blends.

8  ‘Perthyre’ of Monmouthshire: mild 
bittersweet flavour, useful for blending.

✤ Photographed October 2013 at  
Raglan Cider Mill, Monmouthshire
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The cider-
making 
process
October to November is the 
main harvest period for cider 
apples. Windfalls can be used, 
and although cider apples will 
store for a short period, it is best 
to press as soon as possible. 

Sally and James Perks from 
Raglan Cider Mill take their fruit 
to a nearby producer who has 
larger-scale equipment. The 
fruit is chopped up and then 
pressed in the classic style 
using a ‘cheese’ press (a ‘cheese’ 
being a layer of chopped apples 
wrapped in hessian). The juice is 
brought back to their farm 
where they blend cultivars and 
decant them into oak barrels, 
and rum and whisky casks. 

Sally and James rely on the 
wild yeasts present on the skin 
of the fruit for fermentation. 
The cider will then mature over 
winter before it is ready to 
consume in spring. 
✤ www.raglancidermill.com

RHS Taste of Autumn events
This month all four RHS Gardens celebrate the 
‘Taste of Autumn’ with shows and events over 
the harvest period (see RHS Life, pp73–89). 

There are also two shows free to RHS members 
being held in the Horticultural Halls, London:  
✤  RHS London Harvest Festival Show  

6–7 October
✤  RHS London Shades of Autumn Show 

21–22 October
Visit: www.rhs.org.uk/londonshows

‘Juice and strain’ cider making
Want to try making cider but have no fruit press? 
It is easy to make batches using domestic fruit 
juicers. The juice containing ‘pulp fines’ runs 
into a straining bag and clear juice collects in a 
fermentation bin. At RHS Garden Wisley’s Taste 
of Autumn festival (see p74 and p85), Nevin 
Stewart will demonstrate his method of ‘juice 
and strain’ cider making on 16 and 18 October.  
Search ‘Juice and strain’ at www.youtube.com 
or visit www.juiceandstrain.wordpress.com

A ‘museum orchard’ – a gene bank 
of traditional cider apples (cultivars of 
Malus domestica) and perry pears 
(Pyrus communis) – has also been 
created. The first of its trees were 
planted in 2006 around Raglan Cider 
Mill in Monmouthshire. Grafts are 
being taken and sent to cider makers 
across Wales.

In neighbouring Gloucestershire, 
Dave Kaspar and Helen Brent-Smith 
manage more than 100 different apple 
cultivars in the county’s own museum 
orchard, which includes 20 cider 
apples. Among them is rare, highly 
prized ‘Hagloe Crab’ – a barrel of cider 

of which used to be exchanged for a 
barrel of French brandy. In Cornwall, 
too, a ‘Mother Orchard’ has been 
planted on the National Trust’s 
Cothele Estate near Plymouth.

Traditional methods
Cider is a much more complex drink 
than just fermented apple juice. Pro-
duction in southern England generally 
follows the German/Swiss tradition 
of using a range of apples including 
‘eaters’ (dessert apples) to make the 
drink, resulting in fairly sweet ciders 
that are naturally low in tannins.

West Country cider (including that 

made in Wales) is produced using true 
cider apples which, because they are 
high in tannins, gives them their 
distinctive, dry, ‘scrumpy’ flavour. 
Most cider apples are unpleasant to 
eat from the tree; they are much 
more fibrous than dessert apples, and 
the tannins give them an unpalatable 
bitterness: they are even more sour 
than cooking apples. 

Cider apples can be divided into 
four different categories – ‘sweets’, 
‘bittersweets’, ‘sharps’ and ‘bitter-
sharps’. Few cultivars have the ideal 
mix of sharpness and sweetness 
needed to make a quality drink. The 
skill of the cider maker is in blending 
cultivars to create that perfect mix of 
enough sugars to produce alcohol, 
some acidity to help fermentation, 
and some tannins for flavour (see box, 
opposite). Traditional UK ciders tend 
to be a blend of two thirds bittersweets 
and one third bittersharps.

One tradition most definitely not 
followed by modern producers is 
that of adding meat, usually mutton, 
to aid fermentation. Yeast needs 
protein to grow and multiply, and the 
oral histories recorded by WPCS 
suggest this was a part of the old 
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process for many cider makers.
Environmental change and the ten-

dency to homogenise our world put 
us at higher risk of crop failure. Lose 
our traditional cider apples, and not 
only do we lose a part of our cultural 
and horticultural heritage, we also 
put at risk genetic diversity that could 
be crucial in the future. It is good to 
know that cider apples and perry 
pears – many unique to the UK – are 
at last being actively conserved.

A maturing, 
well-kept cider-apple 

orchard in Wales.

Last year’s crop at Raglan Cider  
Mill. Throughout Britain, 2013 was an 

excellent year for many tree fruits, 
including cider apples, aided by the cold 

previous winter and a late, moist spring.

Oak barrels containing fermenting 
cider at award-winning Raglan Cider 
Mill in Monmouthshire.


