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‘With much appreciation to our wonderful garden team, led by Anne Marie Owens, at Belmond Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons.

Also, much gratitude to my expert friends and partners, who have supported me in making my heritage orchard dream a reality.’

Raymond Blanc

 

 

 

‘I have long admired and supported Raymond’s passion and commitment to organic values, his love of gardens and his celebration of the craft and knowledge of both the chef and the gardener and the way these two are intertwined. Beyond the twelve gardens at Belmond Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons, he has now created a wonderful heritage orchard, an important contribution to reminding us all of the wonderful varieties of fruits that we may be losing, evoking a time when apples, plums or cherries were connected with a local village, town or county, and could be again . . .’

Sue Biggs, CBE
Director General of the Royal Horticultural Society
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Raymond Blanc, OBE, is acknowledged as one of the finest chefs in the world. Completely self-taught, his influence on gastronomy is so great that he is the only chef to have been honoured with both an OBE from Britain and the Légion d’honneur from France.

His beautiful hotel restaurant, Belmond Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons, has retained two Michelin stars for thirty-five years and was voted Best Hotel and Best Food Hotel in the UK by the Caterer’s Hotelier Top 100 Awards. Raymond has written more than ten best- selling books and presented many television shows. He is Honorary President of The Sustainable Restaurant Association and Vice President of Garden Organic. He also works very closely with the Royal Horticultural Society.
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About the Book

I began to dream about an orchard filled with thousands of heritage fruit trees . . .

Beyond the large cast-iron gates, which are always open, four large espalier apricot trees adorn the fifteenth-century yellow Oxford-stone walls. I wanted to pass on a very powerful message to my guests: ‘You are about to enter a magical place of beauty where food, and the growing of it, are at the heart of everything.’

Today we have an orchard with over 150 ancient varieties of fruit. Together, they tell the story not only of what we have lost in Britain, and also in France, but what we could regain.

Over the past seven years, Raymond Blanc has planted an orchard of 2,500 trees in the grounds of his hotel-restaurant, Belmond Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons in Oxfordshire. Yielding about 30 tonnes of fruit for his kitchen each year, it is full of ancient and forgotten varieties of British apples, pears and stone fruit. A further 600 heritage fruit trees have been added from Raymond’s home region of Franche-Comté in France.

The Lost Orchard is a love letter to each of these varieties, complete with beautiful illustrations, fascinating stories and delicious recipes. Lacing the whole book together is Raymond’s infectious enthusiasm and passion for his beloved orchard, backed up by his desire for more of us to grow our own food. His stories and memories are a delight as he rejoices in the precious fruit of the ‘lost orchard’ that he has created in a little corner of the Oxfordshire countryside.
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This is the story of not one, but two orchards: an English orchard and a French orchard, but intertwined. At Belmond Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons, an old English house in Oxfordshire with a French heart and vision, our two cultures constantly enrich each other: the British flag next to the French flag, petanque next to croquet on the lawn . . . and so we have our two orchards, planted in different phases and for different reasons, but united in the spirit of rediscovery and celebration.

The orchard – or orchards – is the latest chapter in the story of our magical organic gardens, which are the beating heart of everything that we do at Le Manoir. The twelve gardens are the canvas on which our gastronomy and our values are written by people who are in love with what they do. Each garden adds its own layer of beauty, fantasy and emotion, from the wildflower garden to the mysterious valley of mushrooms, but equally they are all part of one vision, of an entire sustainable ecosystem. For so long I had dreamed of enriching this ensemble with an orchard filled with thousands of fruit trees, and finally that dream has become a reality.

The English orchard was all about bringing back some of the wonderful heritage varieties of apples and pears and other fruits that had been lost or forgotten. Fruit gardens have been a huge part of British culture since medieval times. Serene and often secluded inside their protective stone walls, they evoked the Garden of Paradise, perfect for quiet religious contemplation – or secret romantic trysts. Shakespeare set his famous balcony scene in Romeo and Juliet in the Capulets’ orchard, whose high walls Romeo had cleared ‘with love’s light wings’. Yet since 1950 England has lost 57 per cent of its traditional orchard area and, shockingly, by 1997 in our county of Oxfordshire alone, around 90 per cent of orchard acres had been destroyed or abandoned.

Let me paint a picture for you that still haunts me. It is of thousands and thousands of dusky purple plums, fallen on the ground and lying unharvested and unwanted, in an abandoned orchard in the Vale of Evesham. I saw this for myself while filming there for a TV programme. Once, this vale was lit up with the glorious colours of Victoria plums, Yellow Egg plums and Purple Pershores, but since the Second World War 80 per cent of plum orchards have been lost.

And where are the hundreds of diverse and fascinating varieties of apples whose rich and complex flavours the Victorians celebrated like fine wines? Our choice has been whittled down by the supermarkets to a mere handful, mostly imported, and selected for their bright colour, uniform shape and sweetness.

And so to my beloved French orchard, which is about a different kind of rediscovery, of the fruits and flavours that are in my heart from my childhood spent in the gardens, hills and forests of Franche-Comté in Eastern France. I wanted to find the apples, pears, apricots, mirabelles, cherries and peaches that my grandfather and my father grew and my grandmother and mother cooked and bottled and preserved to feed our family of five children, and I wanted to bring them to Oxfordshire. Terroir – the local conditions, soil and climate – is so important, no matter whether you are growing flowers, vegetables or fruit, but I wanted to push the boundaries and find out which of my treasured fruits it might be possible to grow in our local soil and climate. Or would this end in disaster?

Of course you cannot just create a magnificent orchard on a grand scale overnight. It is not easy, I promise you. I had to fight for my orchard! Of all my projects this was the biggest and most complex, and it demanded an incredible amount of hard work, money and research, and above all the help of my knowledgeable friends and my gardeners, led by my wonderful, long-suffering Anne Marie. I am a chef who loves art, gardens, music, design, food, of course – too many things! But I accept that I know only so much in these other areas and so in order to create a truly special experience for our guests, not just good, but sublime, I needed help to make the dream become reality.

Gathering the right knowledge and preparing the groundwork took the best part of five years and mountains of documents. Everything begins with the health of the soil. That is the foundation of all organic growing, and the purity of my orchard had to be sacred. It must be free of any pesticides and herbicides to give the healthiest fruit to our guests. First we had to establish the kind of soil we had in this part of the gardens, its structure, what minerals it contained. And it was bad news. The first samples were full of clay, and as we know very well, clay retains water, which is not good for fruit trees. Equally it was missing a number of minerals. So now we had to drain it completely, then plough and enrich this clay with potassium and potash before we could even plant the first tree.

Next came the story of the borehole. I wanted to find enough water for all the fruit and vegetables at Le Manoir; I hoped to bottle our own pure water for our guests, and I even dreamed of discovering pure spa water for a future project. Of course life rarely turns out the way you expect it to. Instead what we found was a high level of iron, so my dream was doomed, but this very expensive borehole still allows us to irrigate each of our trees and all of our gardens.

We also had to consider the wind direction and the exposure of the trees. It is a very English thing to do, but we must talk about the weather. The orchard is at the bottom of a slope and, as cold air is heavier than warm, frosts and mists travel down through it. Just this year we lost my apricots and peaches to frost and I was disconsolate. And more and more we will have to confront the newer challenge of climate change. In one spot in the gardens it could be 22 degrees where it had been -1 degree the week before.

An orchard has so many enemies. Viruses and diseases, not to mention creatures: airborne, burrowing, furry, cute, they can attack from anywhere. The deer, who wander everywhere in Oxfordshire, can eat the tender shoots of a tree and kill about fifty in a night, while the rabbits gnaw away at the bark of young trees. And then there are the foxes, who can jump up to 1.8 metres, and will eat dozens of the chickens at a time. These chickens will soon be scuttling through the orchards, so we had to put up two-metre fencing around and through the orchard to try to keep the foxes out.

And, of course, the great project is not yet finished. We still have so much more to do. As I write we are planting more varieties to replace some that haven’t coped with the vagaries of the weather. Beauty and structure are crucial (see page 148), and so the orchard will soon be surrounded by fruit hedges and cane fruits, from blackcurrants to Glen Doll Scottish raspberries, and Burgundian blackcurrants, which we will use to make our jams. More lavender paths, which will blaze blue and purple in the summer and turn silver grey in winter, will attract the bees from the bee village, which is yet another story (see page 246)! And I am already planning the next adventures: a farm, with a farm shop to sell our fruit and vegetables, and a vineyard, so that we can produce our own wine – a long-standing dream.

I am a happy man when I see our guests wandering through the gardens, chatting with our gardeners and enjoying the fruits of our orchards, be it a plum or apricot compote for their breakfast or a paquet surprise with plump, spiced cherries. And I smile when I see a waiter explaining the variety of apples in our fruit bowls. But the orchard is also part of a much bigger picture that is to do with the huge questions we face about the kind of agriculture we will have and what kind of food we will be eating tomorrow. It is about reconnecting with our food, growing more of it locally and with fewer, or no, chemicals. If we could restore our lost orchards and replant the diversity of apples, pears, plums and cherries associated with our own regions and communities, then we could help support our small shops and markets. This in turn could help the farmers, growers and craftsmen to keep their businesses and the villages to hold on to their pubs and their post offices.

And in a small way you too can help. Even if you have a small garden, a backyard or a balcony, you can plant a heritage fruit tree. It is easy to train an apple, apricot or pear tree against a wall, or grow one in a container (see page 262). It will be a joy to behold and a source of lasting pleasure. Imagine picking your own fresh fruit and making your own compotes, tarts, jams and preserves (see the recipes section from page 267 onwards). I urge you to do it. In fact I beg you to do it.

A LITTLE HELP FROM MY FRIENDS
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An orchard on the scale of ours requires a phenomenal amount of expertise in the planning, and then it demands constant love and care to keep it healthy and fruitful.

Of course our orchard would make no sense commercially, as today most fruits are grown and graded for size, shape, colour and flavour uniformity according to the demands of the supermarkets. As consumers we have been convinced to buy by looking at what is attractive on the outside, not what is inside. And what is inside many modern fruits is often a monotonous sweetness at the expense of the complexity of flavour of some older, heritage varieties. What is more, it is a huge challenge to grow fruit without chemicals. We accept that we will not match the volumes of a conventional orchard, but I believe that it is right to avoid spraying our trees, or using even the permitted ‘organic’ pesticides, as I don’t want these to go into the soil – or my chickens!

So I am indebted to the many wonderful friends, craftsmen, academics and gardeners who pooled their knowledge into this huge project. Without them my dream would have stayed just a dream. All of us are in love with the drama and romance of growing, grafting and sharing good food, and in our very different ways we are all seeking those special moments when you might just touch excellence.

There are no adequate words to thank my lovely Anne Marie, who began as a young apprentice and has had to keep up with this demanding dreamer of a Frenchman for thirty-five years. Twelve gardens on, when I said, ‘Anne Marie, we are going to create a wonderful orchard filled with thousands of trees’, she just smiled – a smile I know very well – in her serene way and gave me that look that says, ‘Oh my God, here we go again.’ But deep inside she understands the big dream of creating excellence for each of our guests. And so the research began.

On a beautiful summer’s day we visited the RHS orchard at Wisley together. This extraordinary orchard has over 1,300 different fruit cultivars, including almost 700 apples, 175 pears and 100 plums, many trained in espaliers and fan shapes. There are collections of cider apples and also cultivars that are disease-resistant and grown organically, so these were a huge inspiration. We learned so much about varieties and techniques from the gardeners who shared their knowledge and enthusiasm in that typically generous way of people who work with plants and the soil.

And when we visited Brogdale Farm, home of the National Fruit Collection, I was similarly blown away. Imagine, 150 acres of orchard, with 2,200 different varieties of apple, 550 varieties of pear, 337 varieties of plum and 285 different varieties of cherries! I have been so touched by the support we have continually received from Brogdale, and by their extraordinary generosity when some of our trees failed, and they immediately offered to replace them.
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In search of a template for our orchard I was prepared to venture to every corner of France, as well as the UK. On one momentous occasion in October I borrowed a small plane and its captain from a friend in order to fly off with Anne Marie to a mythical place whose owner is one of the greatest fruit growers in the world. His name is Arnaud Delbard and his grandfather, Georges, was a rose specialist who first began breeding fruit trees on the family’s farm in Malicorne in 1935. Following on from his father, Henri, Arnaud has taken the Delbard Nursery to new heights, using innovative scientific methods to develop superb, delicious fruits with great resistance to disease, and introducing more than fifty new varieties to the market, always with beauty, flavour and respect for the environment at the heart of his work. These fruits connect so well with our own organic ethos at Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons.

I wanted to visit Monsieur Delbard in his very beautiful verger (fruit garden), which is over eighty years old, not only to discuss varieties that might enjoy the climate of Oxfordshire, but to see in practice the principle of growing fruit trees en espalier, in a ‘double palmette’ and in columns.

Flying through a storm in this little plane was an experience neither of us will forget, especially Anne Marie, who likes to have her feet planted firmly in the Oxfordshire soil, preferably at Le Manoir. But we landed safely in Malicorne, deep in the quiet of this remote part of the French countryside, where we had arranged to meet William Sibley (see opposite), and he introduced us to Arnaud Delbard and his papa. In a very French way we enjoyed a wonderful long meal with good wine and I felt so privileged to share this private moment with such great craftsmen. Following this lovely gathering of new friends around the table, Monsieur Delbard took us to see the treasured fruit gardens, which were extraordinary. The large gates opened up onto his life’s work. The old, sculptured trees in their neat rows were heavy with perfectly formed fruit: it was such a resplendent sight. Despite its age, the orchard was positively breathing good health. As we wandered through this beautiful place, images of what my own orchard could be like began to form in my mind.

We came away armed with a tremendous amount of information about which varieties could grow in England, as Monsieur Delbard had planted some vergers here, and I even had my own rose named after me!
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Will Sibley has been a great friend and a tower of strength for twenty years and his generous help and advice have been crucial to the creation of the orchard and the fruits we chose to grow. For many years Will was a trustee and then chairman of the trustees of East Malling, the biggest centre of fruit science in Britain, which has been responsible for the development of most modern varieties of fruit in this country. Always searching and researching requires such patience, knowledge and commitment – for it can take years to create a single new variety that satisfies the many demands of looks, resistance to disease, reliability and, most of all, flavour.

With Will I travelled many times to France, especially to the apricot regions to see where the best fruits grow and which might do well grown organically in the cooler and wetter climate of Oxfordshire. The first ones we chose were grown around Nîmes and planted before we even began work on the orchard. They grace the old stone walls at the entrance to Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons and almost every year for over a decade they have produced hundreds and hundreds of beautiful sweet orange- and pink-flushed fruit (see page 218). And Will has been integral to the job of selecting the fruits for what we call our ‘taste and textures’ section of the orchard, in which we grow the varieties specifically for use in our kitchens.

One of the fine fruits he has championed is the Avalon Pride peach, which is the only variety that doesn’t suffer from peach leaf curl, and he tells a wonderful story of its discovery. It was first noticed in the 1960s in a forest in British Colombia by a British woman called Margaret Proud. She had moved there with her father, who was a keen gardener, and she knew that leaf curl was a problem for peaches, and so she was amazed to see that this tree had perfect leaves. She took some buds and grafted them, and one of them grew in her garden.

Some time later Margaret moved to Washington State, and on the day she was due to leave, a bear came into the garden and destroyed the tree! Will promises me this story is true. However, she managed to salvage some pieces of wood and took them to a grower called Sam Benowitz at Raintree Nursery, who propagated the tree, and Margaret named the variety Avalon Pride after the house she grew up in in England. Sam Benowitz suggested that he send a sample to Will so that he could look after it and promote it for her, and it is now probably the best-selling peach in the world: yellow-fleshed and gorgeous. And soon to be in our orchard!

In my insatiable quest for knowledge, I enlisted the help and advice of Dr David Pennell, former director of Brogdale, home of the National Fruit Collection, who became an invaluable support and source of information throughout the difficult and demanding job of planning and planting an organic orchard through its different phases. David perfectly understood my goal of combining flavour, heritage and beauty through a combination of fruits mainly from Britain and France.

One of the most charming orchards I had the good fortune to visit belongs to the wonderful Dr Barrie Juniper, academic and author of The Story of the Apple (2006). Such a lovely man. His hidden sanctuary must be one of the oldest and beautifully natural, even scruffy, apple orchards in England, and he proudly introduced me to so many venerable varieties, and mostly in French!

I have always understood the influence that terroir can have on a fruit or vegetable, and I wanted to discover more of the history and culture of fruit and orchards around Britain, especially the fruits that had traditionally been grown locally to Le Manoir – many of which were almost lost. So I am indebted to Marcus Roberts, founder of the Mid-Shires Orchard Group, who assisted me with our project from the start: a man who is totally dedicated to encouraging people to set up community and heritage orchards, teaching traditional skills, researching and seeking out old varieties, and grafting them and distributing them around our surrounding counties to ensure they avoid extinction. He also advises historic properties on conserving and planting orchards. When we decided to taste over one hundred different varieties of heritage apple to determine their profile for use in the kitchen, Marcus scoured nurseries and old orchards in private gardens around our region to find the finest samples. Many of the traditional varieties are now planted in our orchard and appear in this book.

I love to teach, and to see young chefs and gardeners alike developing their craft, so it was a joy to me to watch the development of one of our gardeners, James Dewhurst. A quiet young man, as we began to plant the orchard I could see his enthusiasm and interest grow. He couldn’t spend enough time there, learning about growing, grafting, cultivars, rootstocks. Even though he has now moved on he still returns every so often to help keep the orchard looking beautiful and healthy. When you have people like this on your team, you are truly blessed.
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Two extraordinary, generous friends, the best in their field, planted my French orchard with varieties grown in my beloved Franche-Comté. I was first introduced to Henri Xavier Guillaume and his brother, Pierre-Marie, by the mayor of my village, as their world-famous viticultural nursery in Charcenne is only about twenty miles from my home.

The Guillaume family have been grafting vines since 1895, at a time when Franche-Comté, along with wine regions throughout France, was rebuilding its vineyards after the phylloxera crisis. Xavier is a genius vigneron, who looks after the rootstock and the vines of some of the most famous vineyards in the world, such as Domaine de la Romanée-Conti, Château Margaux and Louis Roederer. The Guillaume family also supply the seedlings for Taittinger and the Louis Pommery project, as well as helping and advising winemakers at more than a hundred British vineyards, such as Nyetimber and Chapel Down, and our neighbours, Hundred Hills Vineyard in Henley-on-Thames, who make excellent wines. And Pierre-Marie is a well-known agronomist who concentrates on research and genetic selection. Together they make a formidable team, and in the true tradition of great nursery families, Pierre-Marie’s son, François, is also a knowledgeable craftsman.

Already I am working with Xavier and Pierre-Marie on the next magical chapter of the Anglo–French story at Le Manoir: our own vineyard. We will grow Pinot Noir, Pinot Meunier, some Chardonnay and the ‘must-have’ grape from my home, Savagnin, which is most famous for Vin Jaune, and I hope that our new friends from the magnificent Hundred Hills will help us to vinify our own wine!

[image: illustration]

OEBPS/Images/contents.png
CONTENTS





OEBPS/Images/author.jpg





OEBPS/Images/intro.png





OEBPS/Images/title.png
THE

LOST
ORCHARD

A French chef rediscovers

a great British food heritage

Stories and recipes

by

RAYMOND
BLANC

1]





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
A French chef rediscovers
" a great British food heritage
‘ Stories and recipes

by

RAYMOND






OEBPS/Images/common.png





OEBPS/Images/common1.png





