THE RIVERS ORCHARD AT SAWBRIDGEWORTH

The Rescued Orchard and the Rivers Heritage

Many thousands of old orchard sites have been lost throughout the UK over the last fifty years, in
particular those that had a high biodiversity value due to low chemical in put and old trees, and also
those with high clonal diversity. Many of these are termed today Otraditional orchardsO, small, many
less than an acre (O.4ha), and their form - tree size, ground cover, hedges, fruit species, varieties and
tree management - is often typical of a local or regional style. In some counties this once common
habitat has been reduced by over 90% in the last fifty years, much of it more recently. In 2007
OTraditional OrchardsO became a UK Priority Habitat under the UK Biodiversity regu lations, like hay
meadows and ancient woodland, and all counties are required to document and endeavour to protect
their remaining examples. These county surveys have begun in many counties. Final reports,
statements and inventory on all Priority Habitats will be available to planning authorities as a
mechanism to assist in their protection. Some local council and national funds are specifically set
aside for orchard management, restoration, replanting and recreation, including some county council
countrysi de enhancement funds, Big Lottery grants, DEFRA/NE Stewardship grants, and National Trust
managed grants.

Rivers Nursery Orchard is a traditional orchard under this definition. Its size and clonal diversity
alone give it national significance, even t hough many trees are still unidentified - tree surveying may
continue for many years - and the wildlife diversity has yet to be properly surveyed and reported.

The Orchard’s Origins

The orchard still on the old Rivers Nursery site is not just a few rows of trees, and it wasnOt planted as
a commercial orchard for its fruit crop. In all likelihood it wasnOt planted for its fruit at all. By old
orchard standards it is not old although old fruit trees arenOt old by comparison with most woodland
trees - an ancient apple can be less than one hundred years old, and old plum just fifty, an old pear
grafted onto pear rootstock maybe two hundred, on quince rootstock just forty. The trees planted by
Rivers Nursery in this orchard were not all planted at once. On e section, almost entirely apples with
some pears, was planted not long before 1949 when the photograph below was taken, and the rest
including plums and cherries sometime later. The last trees were set out before 1970 when Rivers
ceased to propagate its 0 wn stock, and started to buy in fruit trees for its garden centre.

There are over one hundred and fifty varieties of tree fruit, apples, cherries, pears and plums -and
I mustnOt forget the one apricot; the largest number of any one variety appears to be twenty -eight
trees, with some varieties only represented by a single tree.

So why was it planted, what was it for, and why these varieties particular, and why not some of the
many others the nursery propagated and sold over the years?

Thirt y, forty years ago there were a number of old nursery companies still in existence in England.
| did not visit Rivers when it was operational, but | remember ScottOs in Devon, HillierOs in Hampshire
and NottcuttOs in Suffolk in the 1960s. These tree nurser ies, which the public rarely saw beyond the
front office, although this would have been relaxed by the 1970s, were amazing places. They
appeared to have, and probably had, grown from a single location; a house, some farm buildings, a
few sheds, and slowly developed outwards Bgreenhouses, more sheds, stables turned into garages
for tractors, potting and grafting sheds, later polytunnels, innumerable propagation and growing -on
beds and everywhere, in a corner, at the end of a bed, in a row beside a path or t rack, were trees,
large, small, many distorted by being raided for propagation material, some ancient and massive,
overshadowing the beds.

It seems that Rivers Nursery was just like this in its day, a site planted and slowly growing and
developing ov er more than two hundred and fifty years, a medley of fields, beds, buildings and trees,
the scattered source of the propagation material for the nursery, replaced occasionally, sometimes
with more than one tree of the varieties that were popular. In some nurseries these trees, the source
of wood and buds for propagation were called mother trees. By the time the nursery site was put up
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for sale from 1982 the under used areas had probably been descending into bramble and a scrub of
tree seedlings for along time.

Figure R.1 Aerial photograph of 1949, with orchard area in centre and High Wych Road in the
foreground. The orchard site shows a lighter section with young apples and pears and a darker
section as yet uncultivated in which plums and cherries were later set out. Reproduced by kind
permission of John Sapsford

Fruit Cultivars

It has been understood for centuries, a millennia even, that many, or most, fruit varieties are clones,

that is that they are selected single individuals that must be prop agated vegetatively (and not by seed,
which usually produces a new individual with combined characters of the parents) to retain their

essential unique characters, and that most species are either highly variable, as apples and pears are,

or are a collecti on of complex hybrids of different species, like plums. Most temperate fruits do not
propagate easily by rooting cuttings, and the grafting and budding techniques, which may be well

over a thousand years old, have developed as a means of routine propagatio n.

Not all fruit cultivars (the term used to describe varieties selected for cultivation) have been
propagated by vegetative methods. Some, such as green gages, and some apples, produce very
similar seedlings to their parents, and this has been used to generate whole populations of
greengages, for example, which are similar, but not genetically identical clones.

Another source of variability is the ability for a tree to form a branch or small section that has
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mutated slightly resulting in slight ly different fruit characteristics such as colour or taste. Gardeners
called clones propagated from these OsportsO.
Until the sixteenth century there were numerous cultivars, especially local forms, but there was no

recognizable naming process, and s  imple broad category names such as for apples - pippin,
pearmain, codlin and costard with simple descriptive adjectives like large -leaved, sour or red, didnOt
separate varieties well, or permit precise and unique written descriptions. Exactly where the fir st

Omodern® names came from is not known, but has been assumed to be a process of applying a unique
and memorable name to a clone, and it is widely believed that fruit were some of the first plants to be
given defining variety names, probably in seventeent h century Europe. By the time the third Thomas
Rivers (1798 -1877) was collecting pears and plums in France and Belgium variety names were well
established throughout Western Europe.

Gerard (1597) stated he knew of sixty types of plum, Parkinson in 16 29 described sixty -one,
Forsyth in 1818, fifty -seven, and Lindley in 1831, sixty. Then Hogg, in 1884, listed one hundred and
sixty -five. Muriel Smith listed two hundred and forty -five in the in British National Fruit Collection in

1978, a considerable redu ction from the much larger number of named varieties actually sent to, or
procured by, the NFC because she established that many were being grown under synonyms, but also
the NFC included many accessions that had been sent to England for the first time. On e of the fastest
increases in plum varieties in England was between LindleyOs list and HoggOs, and a similar increase is
recorded over the same period for apples, pears, cherries and peaches.

The first variety names were simple fruit type names, like gage, prune, damson or verdochio. Then
adjectives were applied like early, late, summer, winter, red, blue, golden, russet, then origination
place names were added, like Tours, Yorkshire, Blenheim and Norfolk, later growerQs, distributorOs or
employerOs names, Cox, Coe, and Lady Sudeley, and only much later did breeders, selectors and
nurserymen, the first probably Thomas or Thomas Frances Rivers, invent less descriptive, more
evocative names, such as their water bird series of plums, Swan, Bittern, Heron, Stint, Curlew and
Mallard. Cultivar names, originated as the basis for describing a clone, became in the nineteenth
century marketing tools, and by the twentieth had become a mass of competing commercial and local
names. By 1972 the plum,  Early Rivers, was known to be sold under at least forty different names,
and Green Gage had been shown to be identical to over one hundred samples sent in for propagation
under different names to the National Fruit Trials. Today there are strict international nomenclatur e
rules for cultivars, and as long as a name follows those rules, which the Rivers family didnOt know
then, and certainly didnOt observe!, almost anything goes.

Fruit and the third Thomas Rivers

In the late eighteenth and nineteenth century Rivers Nur sery, like ScottOs, and later LaxtonOs and
SeabrookOs in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, were suppliers of ornamental plants
and fruit trees, to orchards, country houses, small holders and amateur gardeners selling the

customers what the y wanted, but also, from at least the 1820s, under the third ThomasO direction,
were active in searching for new varieties to extend their range and sales, influencing their customersO
choice.

Thomas Rivers was not the first to seek OnewO fruit varie  ties. Before him the Tradescants in the
seventeenth, Coe and Knight in the eighteenth century, the Veitch family of London and Exeter in the
nineteenth and several nurserymen in the fertile Thames valley market gardens to the west of London,
around Brentfo rd, were known for new fruit introductions, but from 1835 Rivers Nursery excelled.

Thomas Rivers inherited the management of a family specialist rose nursery that sold fruit trees as a
secondary line in 1832, but as his writings recall, was far more intere sted in the fruit and he followed
a well worn path to find and introduce new varieties. He travelled widely in France and Belgium, and
brought back to England plums, pears, figs, peaches, and grapes to extend the range the nursery
sold, writing about hisi  deas and experiments and about how to grow fruit for gardens, and for profit.
He wrote well, in a style that we would consider far more OmodernO than that of his
contemporaries, and much easier to read today than, for example, his rather verbose fri end Dr Lindley
of the Royal Horticultural Society. The Miniature Fruit Garden, 1843, ran into twenty book editions

3



published by Longmans, sixteen one thousand copy editions before his death in 1877. It was also a
success in the USA, from 1866, with a sepa  rate publisher. In it he describes his own interest in fruit
growing by describing his discovery of Ominiature treesO and their early and prolific fruiting, and as a
boy scrumping in nurseries Othe hospital quarterQ! He initially discovered that trees that were routinely
moved and replanted in the nursery rows fruited early and well, and that this was due to the
inevitable root pruning that occurred. The varieties he remembered from that time, he says about
1810, were the apples Ribston Pippin and Golden Pippin. Subsequently he designed methods to
repeat this root pruning intentionally by annual replanting, a highly labour intensive technique no
longer used today, later adding the use of dwarfing rootstocks, and growing in pots, for the same
purpose. He, an d even more his son Thomas Francis, did much to promote the use of dwarfing
rootstocks for apples and pears.

His writing was certainly good salesmanship, he wrote about varieties that the nursery sold and
about the rootstocks that nursery used. He wro te for everyone he thought would buy the plants, from
other nurserymen to fruit farmers, large country gardens and small market gardeners. He extolled the
use of dwarf rootstocks for apples, which was by no means new in England in the 1850s, the dwarf
paradise stock having been introduced to England probably in the late seventeenth century, and the
use of quince for pear rootstock. He proposed planting densely, as close planted espaliers and
cordons, and on walls, and (following the repeal of the Window Tax ) in pots in glass houses. This he
described in The Orchard House. All these recommendations were also no doubt in recognition that a
nursery could sell a customer more dwarf trees than large ones.

There were, at that time, three routes to a new fru it variety introduction. Go and find one from
another country, plant it in the nursery and see if grows and crops well in the English climate.
Alternatively, select a new variety by growing seed from open pollinated fruit trees, and seed from
selectively cross-pollinated fruit. Lastly, selection could be made from Odiscovering® desirable fruit
that was growing Oin the wildO, or as self sown seedlings in gardens. The first process needs travel
and contacts, the second dedication and many years of effort a t a time when genetics and inheritance
were unknown sciences, the third depended on serendipity, but had been by far and away the most
effective method for centuries. The apple, Ribston Pippin, the plums, Yellow Egg, and Diamond and
probably Cambridge Gage, some of the most widely grown fruit varieties in the nineteenth century,
had been OdiscoveredO as individual trees growing in the wild.

It can take many years to select new tree fruit varieties and now it is almost impossible to know
who originated these, but within horticultural circles it is widely felt that the influence of Thomas

continued throughout all the later Rivers varieties bto the point that it seems quite likely that all or
almost all of them, or at least selection programmes that resul ted in them, were either in existence
before his death and that he was their originator. The pear Conference, exhibited at the pear

conference in 1885, is an example.

The Rivers Nursery Orchard in 2009

It seems likely that the planting here commenced wi th a ploughed field, less likely grassland, or
grassland that was cleared of weeds ina 2  -4m wide strip into which lines of trees were planted. A
grass sward throughout may have been intended in time, but only when the trees became big enough
to compete wi th grass. Today it is grassland throughout. Most of the original trees have survived well
but a few, in particular some pears and apples are noticeably restricted, which may be due to less
vigorous rootstocks than others.
By the time the Rivers orch ard was first planted, the influence of the earlier Rivers introductions
on fruit production had declined, with the exception of the pear Conference and the plum Early
Rivers. The nursery was propagating and selling what their customers wanted, or what the y thought
they wanted, so the varieties propagated reflect these marketing decisions.

The orchard appears to have been planted as a collection of Omother trees ’, a term used at that
time to describe trees cultivated to provide the OscionO wood for pr opagating trees by grafting or
budding. The numbers of trees of each variety in the orchard probably represented the relative
importance of a varietyOs sales and the amount of scion wood that was estimated would be needed
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each year into the future.

From 1940s, when the earliest tree in the Rivers orchard may have been planted, to the late 1960s
when, maybe, the last, the English fruit tree market was a very different place to that of Thomas, or
Thomas Frances, Rivers, and was at the start of yet anoth er change. In the 1950s the last standard
and large half -standard trees were being planted, mostly as small farm orchards, and the trend to
dense planting of dwarf bush trees was underway, culminating today in the close planting of
thousands of dwarf trees  to the acre. By 1970 all commercial apples and pears, especially in the east
of England, were on dwarf stocks and the market was concentrating on fewer varieties. It seems likely
that this new site was a rationalization of the nurseryOs old mother trees, previously on another
orchard site, and also scattered round a large rambling nursery.

It is possible that the trees may have been planted right up to the period when the nursery no
longer required scion wood from propagation, perhaps representing th e need to retain a source of a
variety wood because an old tree elsewhere in the nursery was in decline, or because a new variety
was added to the catalogue.

Towards the end of the Rivers Nursery companyOs existence in the early 19800s we know that n o]
use was made of the nurseryOs scion wood; fruit trees for sale were bought in as young trees from
other nurseries.

It is not easy now to know what rootstocks were used. Almost certainly the apples would have
been on one of the semi -vigorous Malling series of rootstocks, some may be on vigorous stocks. The
pears, planted earlier, are almost certainly all on a quince rootstock, Cydonia oblonga, probably
Quince A. Some are noticeably stunted by the grass around them. The plums and cherries are the
larg est - the plums on St Julien A, a selection of a very ancient small sweet green gage, once very
widely grown throughout Europe, the cherries on seedling wild cherry, Prunus avium.

However, the absence of a particular variety does not mean that when t he orchard was planted
that variety was no longer propagated or sold, because throughout the nursery site there may have
been many other trees scattered around in the manner of old nurseries the world over and there were
other orchard sites, now lost. Neve  rtheless the list of varieties does represent a snapshot of what
someone in the company considered needed to be available, even if the list is incomplete. It was most
certainly a measure of some confidence in the future to allocate so much land to Omother treesQ The
number of trees of each variety can be taken as representing the amount of scion wood the
management considered they would need for production in the future.

Apples
Rivers were not prolific apple breeders and indeed may not have bred a sing le apple variety. Thomas
did not describe or list any apple bred by Rivers to the market in his time. Nevertheless his success in
introducing and selling  Cox’s Orange Pippin, a seedling grown by Richard Cox in Buckinghamshire,
was phenomenal, and later dur ing the enthusiasms of the 1880s fruit exhibitions Rivers Nursery
exhibited many apple as well as pear varieties, but few were actually marketed. Several carried the
Rivers name as if they could have been their own seedlings, Thomas Rivers, Rivers Early Peach, Rivers
St Martin’s and Rivers Nonsuch, principally a rootstock variety propagated by suckers and clearly
related to the old variety = Nonsuch. Others, such as Reinette D’Ore and Calville Vineaux were clearly
introductions from France.

The largest proportion of trees in the orchard today are apples, mostly of relatively modern
varieties, and as will be seen from the notes to the list, almost entirely of varieties that came onto the
market after the third Thomas RiversO time. Also the number of tree s per variety is high suggesting
that apples made up the majority of the sales at the time they were planted, confirmed by a
newspaper article from 1949 that recorded thousand of apple trees propagated and despatched to
Canada, far more than pears, cherrie s and plums. The apple identifiers from the East of England
Apples and Orchards Project that visited in 2005 were however heartened to discover trees of the
culinary apple Thomas Rivers, one of relatively few apples introduced by Rivers over their two
hun dred and sixty years of existence. By the 1970s this variety was probably very rarely sold, so
planting two trees each of ~ New Harthornden and Thomas Rivers has to be some sort of recognition of
the nurseryOs past. These varieties have unknown origins and may be, like so many other apples
discovered by Rivers and shown in exhibitions, ultimately unsuccessful. The twenty -eight trees of
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CoxOs Orange Pippin, by far the most important Rivers marketing introduction, fifteen Bramley

Seedling and six Crimson Br amley perhaps put their market into perspective. The importance of the
apple collection is that it represents a snapshot of the most common varieties propagated at the time

of planting, with the proviso that it would have been supplemented by scion wood fr om the trees
growing elsewhere within the nursery.

Plums and gages

Thomas, and perhaps also his son, Thomas Francis, had a considerable interest in plums, especially in
dessert plums. Many plum varieties grown in England at that time were principally us ed for cooking,
for example Yellow Egg, Diamond and Imperatrice, and only a few green gage varieties, the round
green fleshed plums developed in England from the seventeenth century introductions from Italy of

the variety Verdochio, perhaps identical to th e Reine Claude in France, were eaten raw.

Several of his plum imports were not very successful, and Thomas selected seedlings from these
varieties which produced better crops in the English climate, and introduced them with his own names
to the marke t.

A list of plums recommended by Thomas in his books shows many new varieties not recorded in
England before, for example by Lindley a few years earlier. Of his recommended list of twenty -eight
plums in 1870, eleven are his own introductions - five of which are his own breeding or selection, the
rest introductions and re  -namings, and only three appear to have been listed by Lindley in 1831.

Two lines of selection in particular were successful, and well documented. One variety Thomas
imported was Precoce de Tour. From its seedling he selected and later marketed Rivers Early Prolific
and Early Favourite, two varieties that have since then confused by name changes and visual
similarities, and even taste!

Another introduction from France wa s Reine Claude Diaphane, a yellowish green gage with
translucent flesh, which he sold in England under a new name Transparent Gage. Thomas wasnOt the
first to change fruit variety name - it was a widely practiced marketing technique. However, it is a poor
cropper in England and from it Thomas selected three of its seedlings that were better, Early
Transparent, Late Transparent and Golden Transparent, although the last two were not introduced to
the market until after his death.

The true Green Gages, introduced one hundred and fifty years before or even earlier, had always
been a very variable crop in an English summer. ThomasOs third, but less well publicized introduction
and selection programme, and with less long lasting popularity, resulted in a nu mber of new varieties
developed from green gages, more accurately the French Reine Claude varieties brought in from the
continent. Some suffered the name change routine, such as Belgian Purple, some retained their
French names, for example  Reine Claude de Bavay, or were direct translations, such as Oullins Golden
Gage. Other introductions are less easily attributable. Late Orange and other gages could have been
seedlings grown in the nursery, or introductions from the continent.

From the early intro ductions we can see that Thomas was particularly interested in dessert plums,
those that could, in the speech of gardeners, Obe eaten out of handO, rather than cooked, and also in
bringing the plum season forward by selecting early fruit. This probably ref lected a new market for
nurserymen in the nineteenth century; there was a rising number of relatively affluent gardeners
choosing to grow their own, or at least instruct their gardeners to grow them. Following from this,
the range of fruit being grown by market gardeners for sale throughout the seasons for local markets
was being extended to include dessert pears and plums, and from ThomasOs writing it is clear that he
was at all times planning that his introductions fitted the market needs. He writes abou t the need for
a wide range of fruits to extend the seasons, early plums and late pears being crucial, and also writes,
perhaps for the first time about part -time, as he calls them amateur, market gardeners and cottagers
growing crops in their garden for s ale in markets.

Eventually the third Thomas, and later Thomas Francis, extended their range of new introductions
to entirely new culinary plums, such as Rivers Early Damson, The Czar and Monarch that were to
become almost universally available varie  ties by the early twentieth century, and it seems likely that
many of ThomasOs selections were successfully introduced after his death. In many cases their origins
and breeding history were largely forgotten, and Thomas was no longer alive to write about t hem.

Other plums introduced later just before and after ThomasO death in 1877, were named after water
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birds and were certainly crosses made in the nursery, and may have been a result of his breeding
experiments.
As the long tail of ThomasOs in  troductions and selections dwindled, other breeders and nurseries
became more important in the nursery market, in particular Laxton and Seabrook late in the century
and in the first twenty years of the next . The market had changed, amateurs were still impo rtant, but
commercial market gardens and fruit farms were becoming by far the largest customers. The railways
had arrived in the fens and the large commercial orchards there were interested in commercial crops,
and in many cases what might be described as industrial fruit, for canning and home bottling. This
last market effectively continued into the 1950s, when the vast acreages of culinary plums, currants
and gooseberries rapidly declined in importance. Until then grocers sold fruit varieties specifically for
home bottling, in season. This was the peak for the plums Pershore, Burbank, Marjorie, and of course
Victoria. Some of the old plum varieties survived well, especially if they were free stone such as Yellow
Egg and Early Rivers (most old varieties wer e cling stone) which reduced the labour of de -stoning, and
permitted mechanical de -stoning. This resulted in LaxtonOs extensive range of culinary free -stone
plums such as Laxton’s Cropper.
Rivers excelled with plums. However after WWII English plum t ree sales diminished and by the
1970s were being eclipsed for cool climates by early new Swedish varieties like Opal and Herman.
Nevertheless, plums in the orchard make up the second largest number of trees, over eighty,
suggesting that whoever selec ted the varieties for propagation respected the Rivers history. Sadly the
identification of plums is not easy, and as the season runs from July to October requires dedicated
identifiers to visit frequently. One concentrated effort was made in August 2005 r esulting in a number
of identifications but many trees were not cropping and many were not in season bso that many
remain unidentified. Several of Thomas RiversO varieties were found; the many different gage
varieties, some still to be identified, indicat e that this is the most important gage collection in this
country. The identifiers, Michael Gardner and Paul Read, both had the distinct feeling that several
trees were very unusual, to the point that some they did not appear to fit any known varieties. On e
was sufficiently different that it was suggested that it could be a new seedling selected for trial - one
of the current volunteers decided to name it temporarily Firecrest.

Pears
Thomas RiversO first real love and dedication was directed at pears, for he wrote more words on pears
than on any other fruit. The beurré pears, with succulent sweet flesh that is at its best for only a few
days, if that, grow better in warmer climates than England. In the late eighteenth century most English
pear trees pro duced either crisp and crunchy fruit, typified by the old variety Jargonelle, and called
crevers in French, or were hard long keeping winter pears, called wardens or warden pears dating
from the fourteenth century or earlier, which were cooked slowly with meat stews, or wine. The
beurré pears, relatively new to English gardens and markets, became Thomas RiversO initial interest,
and as others had done before him, he travelled to France and Belgium where nurserymen, and
wealthy men of leisure, had selected v arieties. In  The Miniature Fruit Garden, or the Culture of
Pyramidal and Bush Fruit Trees, first published in the 1840s, he recommended as many as seventy
different pear varieties, many of which he introduced into the British market from France and Belgium

George LindleyOs book A Guide to the Orchard and Kitchen Garden, 1831, which preceded RiversO
books from Longmans, and edited by John Lindley, then assistant secretary to the Horticultural
Society of London, later the Royal Horticultural Society, | ists many French varieties of pear, including
some in Thomas RiversO lists, but the Rivers catalogue and those he listed in his books was far more
extensive; it seems that he was responsible for many introductions. Exactly which pear varieties
Thomas Intr oduced to the English garden and which were already in the country and in other
nurseries is not always clear; he did not ever claim to have been the breeder of any pear, but he did
state sometimes that a variety was Onew®. In 1870 he recommended twenty v arieties, suggesting that
at least ten all be grown and of these only two are not either French or Belgian, and only one was
actually of English origin - Williams Bon Chretien, and introduced to Britain within the last thirty years.
At least ten were intro  duced by him.

Although Thomas only claims in his writing to have bred or selected one pear for the English
market, Summer Beurré, his son, Thomas Frances Rivers, did more, notably Conference in 1885, and
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it seems very likely that the breeding and sel ecting programme that was the origin of all Rivers pears,
then rather more serendipitous than scientific, was probably started by his father.

Thomas also introduced several techniques from France that today we take for granted, grafting
pears onto qui nce (Cydonia oblonga) rootstocks to create a small faster cropping bush tree. Until
about 1830s pears in England were almost always grafted onto pear seedlings called Owild pear®, or
onto hawthorn. Many  beurré pears will not graft well, or securely, onto quince rootstocks, and
Thomas described Obridge grafting®, which he implied he invented, whereby a short section of a pear
variety that does graft securely to quince is used between the quince rootstock and the required pear
variety. Today Doyenne du Comice is widely used as the bridge; Thomas recommended several other
stocks.

The pears, about forty trees, have not been positively identified, partly due to the difficulty of
bringing together a suitably experienced identification team and also because many trees have been
shy of cropping, probably as result of their dwarf rootstock and competition with the grassland, so
this has still to be done.

Cherries
Thomas Rivers introduced several cherry varieties, one or more of which he may have bred at
Sawbridgeworth. Cherry  Early Rivers is yet another source of name confusion. In all there was plum, a
cherry, a nectarine, and a peach all called Early Rivers, an apple called Early Peach, and both an apple
and a peach were named Thomas Rivers! Other cherries were almost certainly selected from
elsewhere and promoted, probably, but not certainly, from within England, such as the cherry
Archduke , not to be confused with the Rivers plum A rchduke!, and Turkish Black. The cherries Peggy
Rivers and Ursula Rivers were first shown and sold in the 19300s and 400s, and their origins need
research.

The cherries in the orchard are still to be identified. | think it is unlikely that this will be done
with any degree of certainty unless we have the assistance of DNA analysis. Few fruit identifiers in the
Britain have any experience of cherries, and there are no accepted expert or reliable descriptions as
there are with apples. The descriptions of pre -1950s cherry varieties are so imprecise that the
National Fruit Col lection at Brogdale, Kent, which had some two hundred and seventy varieties
growing as individual trees, now considers that many of the British varieties are physically, and in
taste, identical, but with different names, and that others differ so minutely that they could be the
same.

The ‘young trees’ and the gaps

After the clearance of brambles and scrub after 1990, there were the inevitable dead trees, a
considerable number of spaces, trees sites with no trees planted, and bearing in mind the obvious
varying ages of the trees, it seems likely that these gaps were original, spaces left for trees still to be
planted.

Since 1995 when the volunteer group started to manage the orchard quite a number of these gaps
have been filled by fresh plantings of apple trees mostly, and a few others. It is known what varieties
many are; others are unknown. Unfortunately most if not all appear to be on rootstocks more
appropriate to gardens. Some young apple trees appear to be on very dwarfing stocks and are likely
to struggle in the meadow grass ground cover Bbsome are on the semi -dwarf MM106 which does not
do well in grass and will not make trees equal the original ones unless a bare soil policy is operated
for several years.

The young pears are probably on Q  uince A and may produce similar trees to the originals provided
that they are also managed on bare soil. A list of the known recently planted varieties is held by the
Rivers Nursery Site and Orchard Group.

The Future



The orchardOs future is not by any  means certain, and this has been the driving force behind the
preparation of this report, which should be considered as an initial statement to allow the proper
scheduling of further work.

Rivers Nursery Orchard is a traditional orchard as defined by the Joint National Council for
Conservation as a UK Priority Habitat. This is a new designation made in July 2007, in recognition of
the enormous losses of the habitat in the UK as well as though out Europe in the last few decades,
and the fact that many traditional orchards have been lost to development due to their frequent
location close to towns and villages.

Rivers Nursery Orchard, by its size and clonal crop diversity alone, has national significance, even
though many trees are still unidentifie d and tree surveying may continue for many years, and the
wildlife diversity has yet to be properly surveyed and reported. Three areas of planning seem to me to
be needed:

1 Continued identification of the trees. Plums and gages are partially identified and more
effort across the wide fruit season is needed. Identification of the pears has just begun.

2 A long term project to survey the wild biodiversity. This should include a botanical
survey of the ground flora, survey of the tree epiphytes, wood invert ebrates, borers and

saprophytes, and moth and butterfly surveys need to be extended and formalized. It is
quite clear that there are important species and microhabitats present which need to be
surveyed and recorded.

3 A site management plan for the crop trees. This needs to look at several key aspects of
the orchardOs future: a ground vegetation management schedule, boundary management,
a tree management policy (specifically pruning), a tree planting policy - over seventy new
trees have been planted sincet he nursery company ceased with little or no selection policy
which risks blurring the historic importance of the site. Many of these trees are on
inappropriate rootstocks and may never prosper, some would never have been appropriate
to the original Rivers  purpose.

4 The future as a community space. The orchard is beautiful and practical, and would be a
ready -made and historically significant green space in a rapidly developing community.
The site is about four acres and could contain a significant visitor po pulation without
problems if access was sensibly managed.

Paul Read

Home Farm, Great Green, Thrandeston
Suffolk, IP21 4BL.

ReadHF@aol.com
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APPENDICES

APPENDIX 1 A short list of fruit varieties of known Rivers origination (see Appendix pages 1-4)

This list makes no attempt at being complete bthat complet e list has still to be produced. Rivers as a
company especially after 1880 exhibited widely and it will require a great effort to list every variety

they showed at RHS shows, fruit congresses, local shows and agricultural events, as many as twenty a
year f or over thirty years, in their hundred plus known catalogues, and Thomas RiverOs articles and
books.

Most, perhaps all, of the apples the Nursery showed at exhibition, were not of their breeding and
probably originate from across the England, with ma ny from France, Belgium and the USA.

Many of the pears introduced can be tracked down to Thomas RiverOs contacts in Belgium
especially with van Mons and Major Esperen. Others were already in England but had been introduced
to the country by other ¢ ollectors.

The plums are where the greatest problems lie; it is certain that many were seedlings and crosses
were made by Thomas Rivers, and many may have had another generation of selection and
propagation, to be shown or sold by his successors. Our knowledge that he routinely renamed
varieties that he imported from the continent (or freely translated original variety names, and
reported that he did so) does confuse some origins. Descriptions are taken from various sources
including Joan Morgan, Muri el Smith, and EEAOP.

APPENDIX 2 A list of the fruit varieties in the restored Rivers Nursery Orchard planted by
Rivers Nursery (see Appendix pages 5-13)
(Some descriptions are courtesy of Joan Morgan, Muriel Smith, NFC website, and EEAP website.)

APPENDIX 3 List of young trees planted since 1990. (see Appendix page 14-17)
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