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Introduction.

Over the last couple of decades the population of Great Britain seems to have acquired a taste for more exotic fruits. It must have started with cheap package holidays and air travel abroad to countries where the restaurants served interestingly different meals. Tourists retuned home with newly acquired tastes and so gradually foreign restaurants followed and established themselves in the UK to cater for the changing eating habits. Small wholesalers and importers developed bringing in a wealth of raw foodstuffs with which to supply the new style restaurants so they could prepare their exotic dishes. Then the large Super Markets decided to get in on the act and now the range of imported fruits on display in any fruit and vegetable shop can be quite bewildering.

Some foreign fruit such as Bananas and some vegetables have been imported for decades by ships where transportation is relatively efficient with low costs. In many cases the fruit is picked before it is ripe so that it can make the journey without deteriorating. This is the case with Bananas which are completely green when they are picked and start their travels. Much of the “Green” imported goods cannot be treated like this though and so needs to be imported quickly to prevent the cargo from perishing. Airlines are going out of business as the World Wide recession bites and import costs with the ever-rising price of fuel are escalating anyway. Also, times are changing and people are starting to think about the Environment and the huge impact that all these imports are having.

In 2008 commercial seed producing/selling companies reported that vegetable seed sales showed an incredible growth that far outstripped that of flower seeds as the public suddenly decided to grow their own vegetables. Some of this is undoubtedly due to the growing enthusiasm for healthy organic food as well that seems to be gaining momentum throughout the Nation. Allotments have suddenly become the in thing to have as people try to produce their own healthy vegetables.One thing that does not seem to have happened as yet is a change in attitude to mass produced imported fruit as has happened with vegetables. When this happens and the imports slow up/stop because of increasing import costs the public are going to suddenly realise that fruit is seasonal in this country and you can’t have all year round Strawberries and Raspberries. When this does happen the public are going to suddenly ask what can be grown in this country that is different to the usual apples, plums, pears, cherries, etc so that their sweet and exotic tastes can be satiated. That is where this web-site may be of interest.

This book is not meant to be a complete authoritative reference work that explains all details of pruning the trees and explains how to treat all their diseases, but instead will hopefully show the extent of fruit trees and bushes that are not normally considered by gardeners in the UK. Many of the trees listed have long forgotten fruits no longer grown with their edible qualities not always immediately apparent. Others are plants which have found their way into the UK that people do not realise will grow quite happily in our climate. Some will grow, but may need varying degrees of shelter from the extremes of cold by being wrapped to protect them, or by being brought inside in a conservatory or greenhouse for the Winter.

Please Note. Whilst the intention of this site is to promote the awareness of the edible qualities of less well known plants, people must be aware that many plants that are grown in the UK have names that suggest they are edible when in fact they are most definitely not. Obviously many plants have "Orange" in their name as a colour and people will realise this, but there are others that are less obvious, such as the "Curry Plant," Chocolate Cosmos" and "Sweet Peas."  Similarly, there are many plants that produce berries and seed pods that look very tempting to eat and as people see birds eating them they may be tempted to try them, but human digestive systems are different to birds and many other animals, so what is not poisonous to them may be very toxic to us. Children especially must be made aware that unknown things can be very harmful. Remember how the pretty yellow flowered Laburnum with its poisonous seed pods has all but disappeared from the streets as people became more aware of its dangers.
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About The Author

At about the age of 12, I moved with my parents to a large old house with an acre of garden in Staffordshire. The unkempt field like garden had a couple of old smallish greenhouses at the bottom of it near to a large brick built "shed" as we called it, although it had been many things including a TV repair shop. My mother had been a keen gardener for many years having completed an R.H.S. course when I was younger, so she started growing tomato plants and selling the tomatoes to local villagers. Quickly she expanded her ideas, started growing many plants to sell and the family erected more greenhouses, but of a [image: image1.jpg]


commercial size. A few years later my father lost his job due to detached retinas and he and my mother decided to make a proper business out of the growing nursery so they put his redundancy money into yet more greenhouses and the business continued to expand rapidly with little opposition locally.

In my late teens I developed an interest in collecting/growing succulent and cacti plants, but on leaving school tried my hand at a career in a high street bank. After 3 years in the bank as clerk, and after gaining some promotion, I decided it was not the life for me at all, so decided to try and turn my hobby of growing cacti into a small business. My parents by this time had one 50 foot glass greenhouse that was underused so I rented it from them and started growing pot plants in large numbers to sell wholesale. The embryo business was loosely based around succulent/cacti plants, but I also grew pots of daffodils, hyacinths, ferns, ivies, etc, and took them in trays to Birmingham wholesale market, where dealers tried to sell them on to retailers, whilst taking a commission in the process.

I used ordinary domestic paraffin greenhouse heaters instead of proper commercial heaters to heat the long greenhouse, 4 or five of them I think. After they had been lit for the night they had to be checked to make sure they were burning properly. One very cold night I had forgotten to check them and they burnt with a thick black smoke all night. The next morning the greenhouse/plants had a surreal appearance with everything inside covered in what looked like black snow, ie, a thick layer of soot. The loss of plants was too great so I gave up my fledgling business and spent a few months as a lifeguard before later getting a well paid job as a sales representative for a greenhouse equipment company that manufactured electric greenhouse heaters, propagators and watering equipment which were sold to garden centres and the horticultural trade in general.
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At the age of 26 I had nervous breakdown and lost my job. As by then my parents garden centre had developed even further and was employing several staff, my father asked me if I wanted to work there. By then I had developed an interest in fish keeping, so I built and ran a new aquatics department on the garden centre, but during the quieter weekdays helped out on the nursery with a little potting and general nursery maintenance.

After some years, before my parents decided to retire, the family tried to start another wholesale plant nursery on a 15 acre site near Derby on the outskirts of a village called Hilton. We developed site for about 3 years erecting 2 large 60 foot polythene growing tunnels to protect the young plans. A water supply and irrigation system were also installed and we supplied some plants to the main garden centre. The project was beset by difficulties before recurrent health problems for myself and my aging father forced us to reconsider it’s prospects. My older brother took over the site gaining a woodland grant to plant trees. Shortly after he took over the debt, new stretches of the main road between Nottingham and Uttoxeter passed the planning stages and construction started. After exploratory ground samples were drilled and our land proved to be a good source of base material for the planned elevated sections, my brother sold the site and it was quarried.

More recently I have been writing books, become a bit of a computer nerd, (Hence this web-site.) and the last couple of years my mother and myself decided to plant fruit trees and bushes in our garden instead of having flower beds as she is getting too old to enjoy gardening much now. We decided there was not much point growing vegetables, because farmers can grow them cheaply and in bulk, whereas fruit is often more cost/space effective. We also love most fruits and will try anything to eat, so we started looking for as many unusual trees and fruits as possible, ones that can’t usually be bought in our shops.

Almond (Nut) – Prunus Dulcis

The Almond tree is a smallish tree or shrub that will grow up to about 8 metres. Although originally a native of Asia it has long been cultivated widely throughout southern Europe for its precious crop of nuts. Coming from warmer climates it will appreciate a South facing sheltered site to give its best performance.

When the tree flowers in March and through April it is covered in blossom after which the fruits develop. The fruits are grey/green, oblong and some 2 inches or so in length with a thin layer of green flesh covering the seed. When we normally think of nuts, we normally think of an oily seed inside a hard shell, but in fact many of the nuts we eat are actually found inside a fruit, as is the case with the Almond. If the Almond is picked and the thin layer of flesh removed the “Nut” is revealed. It is of course green until dried, after which it turns the familiar pale fawn or light tan colour. 

Apricots.

In many respects Apricots look a little like small peaches with their yellowy, slightly furry skin and soft juicy flesh inside. Again they are a stone fruit like the Peach, albeit with a smaller stone in the centre, and Apricots have a very similar growth to Peaches as regards the size of the tree and general care. As with Peaches, the self-fertile plants are grafted on to another type of tree as a rootstock that must never be allowed to dry out, although good drainage is even more essential. However, there are some subtle differences in their treatment, as for instance they need a limey soil.

One of the big differences to Peaches is that Apricots do not have the same problems with diseases such as Canker, but instead some varieties are subject to die back in the winter/spring that tends to be on some of the younger, more delicate growth and this will need cutting out and trimming. Another problem is that they flower even earlier than Peaches and as such are even less likely to fruit successfully outside.

As with peaches they can be grown under glass, but there are some varieties grown on a dwarfing or “Pixie” rootstock that means it is possible to grow a mature fruiting plant in a large plant pot or tub that is small enough to be moved out onto the patio for Summer and back into the greenhouse for Winter.

Aronia

The Aronia is a member of the Rose Family and divides again into Prunifolia, Meloncarpa and Arbutifolia. Aronia are deciduous shrubs or small trees from North America that are all quite hardy and produce small, red or black berries. 

Please Note;- There should be a word of caution here as it is said that the fruits of the Aronia can greatly lower blood pressure, dangerously so, in unhealthy people.
Aronia Prunifolia Karhumaki is commonly called the "Purple Chokeberry" and is very hardy as it will withstand temperatures down to -25 degrees Centigrade thus making it popular in Poland and the colder parts of China where it is used to to produce a jam like syrup for flavouring various commercially processed foods. Not many fruit trees will grow successfully in Finland because of the low temperatures, but because of Aronia's tollerance of low temperatures, research is being carried out there on the many varieties of Aronia, as a potential,  harvestable, fruit crop.
Aronia Melancarpa or Black Chokeberry is a low growing, spreading shrub.
Aronia Arbutifolia (Red Chokeberry) is the ornamental part of this family of plants with it's colourful Autumn leaves. The red berries are much favoured by birds who find them quite appetising.
Propagation of Aronia seeds requires that they are stratified for some weeks before they will germinate and then they will not come true to type, so it best to increase your plants by removing rooted suckers from below soil level. 
Apart from the fact that the berries will lower blood pressure, the plants do have other medicinal uses. One of the most significant is that properly introduced to a patient they will remove metals from the body such as with lead poisoning. There is also some potential for their use in treating cancer.
Banana – Musa

Strictly speaking Bananas are not trees at all, but herbs that throw up a giant shoot, as they grow, from horizontal underground stems. Bananas comprise of a family of about 40 different tropical species several of which are used commercially for other uses besides food. One such is Musa Textilis that is grown in the Philippines to produce Manila Hemp. Another variety, Musa Paradisiaca produces the Plantain that is a favourite for cooking in some cultures.

Although a native of Asia, various different strains are cultivated around the Mediterranean, especially in gardens and parks, for show. With the milder Winters that we have had in the UK in recent years more and more exotic plants and trees are being offered for sale at numerous garden centres and the Banana is one such plant. 

To even think about growing Bananas in the UK, the garden must be very sheltered, such as a town garden, and the Banana must be wrapped very well with a good layer of insulation for Winter protection. Having said that many gardening programs on the TV suggest that real gardening enthusiasts might like to grow them as an architectural feature and every Autumn the experts can be seen on TV telling people how to prepare the plants for Winter. 

Small varieties, as well as a red leaved one, can often be seen on sale in garden centres sold as pot plants to be grown in a warm conservatory although they are not usually the edible varieties. The Japanese Banana Musa Basjoo is undoubtedly the hardiest and most suitable for gardens, but there are stories that edible varieties have successfully fruited outside in the South of England in recent years. 

Bay Tree – Laurus Nobilis.

Laurus Nobilis, or “Sweet Bay,” is the true Laurel and is not related to the bright green leaved, poisonous, bushy plant, that in England we all call Laurel. Neither are Bay trees related to the Spotted Laurel, (Aucuba Japonica) or the European Laurel called “Cherry Laurel,” (Prunus Laurocerasus) which is actually a member of the cherry family. As with the common Laurel, the Bay tree will produce small inedible berries that turn black when ripe. For berries to develop on mature specimens it is necessary to have a male and female tree as the sexual parts of the flowers are on different trees, although, the only purpose for this would be propagation as Bays are grown for their edible leaves.

The Sweet Bay is a native of South Eastern Europe and Northern Africa as it likes a mild dry climate, but having said that it will endure most Winters in Great Britain if planted in a well drained area that gets some shelter from the worst of the cold winds. As an added precaution small bushes can be wrapped with horticultural fleece overnight in the Winter when a hard frost is forecast.

When planted in the ground Bay trees can reach a height of up to 60 feet, but in reality they are more likely to grow into a large bush. Indeed many are grown in pots and sold in the UK at garden centres as ornamental bushes meant for “Topiary” work. Most trees do not grow well in pots kept on patios as they tend to dry out too much, but the Bay is one that will thrive in such conditions as long as it is watered in dry spells. Also pot grown plants are easily moved into shelter on the coldest Winter nights.

Bay trees can be bought in a range of sizes and prices with specimens of 3 or 4 feet costing a lot of money. It is often possible though, to find small pots of Bay seedlings on sale for a few pounds. There can be as many as 20 to 30 small plants in one of these bargain pots and if carefully divided and nurtured they will develop into fine specimens that can be used to make a cheap Bay hedge.

Sweet Bay leaves have long been used as a flavouring agent in cooking right back to the times of ancient Greece and Rome. Indeed the Bay was such an important part of life then that victors at sporting competitions in ancient Greece and Rome were often crowned with a wreath of Laurel leaves.

Berries Of The Heath Land

Apart from Raspberries and current type berries such as Black Currents, there is a family of berries gaining attention that normally grow wild on acid heath land. They are certainly not trees and some of them are very low growing bushes, but I have included them as they are fully hardy and not, as yet, very popular in the UK.

The most common is the “American Blueberry” of “Blueberry Muffin” and “Blueberry Pie” fame. This is the largest of the 3 heath berries growing into a bush of up to 5 feet high and across and can often be seen on sale in garden centres in the UK.

Although the plant is fully hardy it prefers a sheltered moist spot that is rich in organic matter. As with all the heath berries it needs watering throughout dry spells in the Summer to produce lots of ripe, dark purple, juicy, berries. The berries are all the rage at the moment and are recommended to be included in a healthy diet as they are said to be one of the “Super Fruits.” Packets of imported Blueberries are expensive in the shops to buy, so planting a few bushes, that will produce several pounds of fruit each, is a very tempting prospect. Unfortunately, as with most berries, they will need to be netted to protect them from the birds who love them as much as we do.

A British relative of the Blueberry is the smaller Bilberry, Whortleberry or Blaeberry, which grows wild on heath land such as Cannock Chase in Staffordshire. This low growing plant only reaches about 1 – 2 feet high and is not generally cultivated. The berries have been picked as a natural food of the countryside for centuries and indeed I was introduced to them as a teenager, one afternoon by my brother, on a ramble across the Chase. Much hunting is needed to search out the ripe berries as they are not produced in big bundles on the bushes, but are spread very thinly. Bilberry fruits are smaller than the cultivated American Blueberry, but just as sweet.

The third relative that is now being sold, as fresh or dried berries, in the shops and occasionally as small plants in garden centres, is the Cranberry. Traditionally this somewhat tart berry has been used to make Cranberry Sauce to be served with various meat dishes, but it is also gaining popularity due to some creative thinking of new ways to use it in food preparation such as fruit “Smoothies.” To grow well Cranberries must have very acid soil, more so than the first two berries, and must also be grown in bog type conditions to really flourish. It might be possible to grow them on the edge of a fish pond in the same way as any normal “Marginal Pond Plant” such as water irises and rushes. Alternatively a hole can be dug, lined with a small plastic pool liner and then filled with ericaceous compost (acidic) as is used for Azaleas, Rhododendrons or Hydrangeas.

Cowberries or Lingonberries, as they are often called, come from Scandanavia and as such are another hardy relative of the Blueberry family, but Vaccinium Vitis-idaea, to give them their proper name, are extremely tart and best used cooked in sauces. They grow well in a pot full of ericaceous compost and look a little like Box except they produce a lot of flower.
 

Huckleberries are another name that is often given to some members of the Vaccinum or Blueberry family. Generally speaking, Huckleberries have less seeds and larger seeds, in their fruit than Blueberries. The Red Huckleberry is the State fruit of Idaho.

Blackberry

The country past time of going “Blackberrying” down winding lanes on a warm, sunny Autumn day, has long been a favourite of children for generations. They love to “ferret” through the rambling hedges getting the odd prickle in the process to find the ripest, juiciest Blackberries and at the end of the day they return home with their hands and faces stained with the dark purple juice from the berries. Very often the wicker baskets they have been given to fill by optimistic mothers are practically empty as what fruits they have found have been eaten during their foraging. 

Nobody in their right mind would ever dream of deliberately planting a Blackberry in their garden as the wild, rampant plants, with their vicious little thorns, spread like wildfire by sucker and seed dropped by birds. However, this is no longer true as there are some compact and thorn less-varieties that also have a much-improved cropping potential.

Blackberries have a much thicker stem than Raspberries, are not fussy about where they grow and as such need a little less care and attention generally than raspberries. Fruiting time is late summer, much the same as for late Raspberries, but they do not need netting like Raspberries, as although birds will take some fruit it won’t be as much as it would for most soft fruit.

Apart from true Blackberries there are many Raspberry/Blackberry "Hybrids" or "Crosses" that are commonly available to buy, of which the Boysenberry, Loganberry and Tayberry are perhaps the most popular. From time to time others berries are introduced, some of which are not "Hybrids" at all such as the Dewberry that is grown extensively in America and almost unheard of in England. Similarly the Japanese Wineberry is a completely different species and is in fact a member of the Rubus family.

Blackthorn – Prunus Spinosa – Sloes. 

This very thorny tree grows up to about 20 feet and is of course native throughout Europe where it can often be found growing in rough hedges down many country lanes. As the Blackthorn tree, or bush, as it more usually grows, has always been around country folk found a use for its, dark, astringent berries long ago. The berries are of course known better under their other name of “Sloes” and have traditionally been used as a flavouring agent to make “Sloe Gin,” which is done by simply putting some berries covered with sugar, into a basin, topped up with Gin. After soaking the berries will impart an Almond flavour to the Gin. As with most fruits they can also be used in general cooking for making jams etc and the Gin soaked Sloes can be dipped in chocolate to make little "Petit Fors." 

The Blackthorn is a member of the “Cherry Family or Prunus” and as such suckers feely, but the berries do not have the same eating qualities as cherries and are not normally eaten as fruit, because they cause constipation. As with most of the Cherry family the Blackthorn will produce a burst of white flowers early in the season before the leaves develop, although they have not been hybridised to make the most of their flowering unlike cherries, nor has their fruit production been maximised. It is not a plant to be deliberately planted in the garden for its fruit harvest, but if you wanted to experiment with making Sloe Gin, or try using the berries in cooking, then it might be worth planting one or two bushes when creating a new boundary hedge. Farmers are more likely to plant Blackthorns in a mixed hedge for the benefits it brings the wildlife.

Cob Nuts - Filbert - Hazel - Corylus

 

Filbert is the general name for the deciduous group of trees called Corylus. As a species they are native to many parts of the world from America to China and Japan, Siberia and Turkey. Most are fairly smallish trees, but some like the Turkish and Chinese varieties are larger with the Chinese growing up to 120 feet.

Hazel “Corylus Avellana,” the familiar European variety, will only grow up to 12 metres. Deep rooted and suckering freely, this tree does not grow naturally as a normal tree shape, but is inclined to grow as a bush. Hence, the best place for it is in a hedge where it is usually to be found growing along the field boundaries down the country lanes of Great Britain.

The flowers, (or catkins as they actually are) develop in the winter before the leaves appear and pollination will occur throughout January to April. Hazels really need pollen from other hazels for the best results. Although a native of England the catkins can be destroyed/damaged by frosting as they are so early in the year and small thin shoots on the trees are easily damaged by dry cold winds in Winter. Of course after pollination has occurred successfully the familiar small, brown, round, Hazel nuts develop.

The Corylus family is quite a large group of trees that have taken many forms including some ornamental ones such as the “Twisted Hazel” that has corkscrew like stems much favoured by flower arrangers. Another favourite nut bearing hybrid is the Kentish Cob that produces larger, thicker, more oblong, nuts. 

Crab Apple

Crab Apple trees are normally thought of as ornamental trees only, but they do produce a worthwhile crop of fruits, that although small and tart compared to a normal apple, are very useful in the kitchen. Once they have fully ripened Crab Apple jelly is easy to make because the fruit is high in Pectin which is necessary to set jams and jellies. Up until the Middle Ages Crab Apples were also used to make an early type of vinegar that was used in pickling, before grapes were imported. 

Other ways to cook with Crab Apples involved spiking them with a knife and heating them in a pan with spiced vinegar and sugar. Then the apples were stored in jars, with some of the solution, until wanted and served up with game and red meats. Although tart, the addition of one or two chopped Crab apples to ordinary fruit pies and flans will add a little more bite to the preparation. 

There are many varieties of Crab Apples sold in Garden Centres for both their blossom and colourful Autumn fruits that can be red or yellow. Other gardeners grow them because they are an excellent pollinator for most other desert and cooking apple trees due in part to their long flowering period. In gardens where they are planted, insects, particularly bees, are drawn to their blossom in the Spring in huge numbers, so the trees also improve general pollination of flowers in the garden. 

As with many fruit trees they can be found in small column varieties that can be grown in pots on patios, and others up to full size 20 or 30 foot trees. They are easy to grow and will fruit well with little attention as long as they have moisture in the ground when the fruit is developing. 

Malus, as Crab Apples are properly called, can be found on sale at any Garden Centre with other fruit trees. Varieties include the yellow fruiting Golden Hornet and red species Robusta. Most Crabs have white blossom, but there are some, such as the Cashmere Crab, that have pink blossom and red leaves for added colour. 
Damson + Greengage

Greengage are actually a type of plum that is traditionally a little smaller and rounder. The original Greengages were introduced to Britain 250 Years ago by William Gage and seem to have lost favour to the larger fruited plum.

As with plum trees, they are grafted on to a rooting stock and it is this that governs the ultimate size of the tree. Standard and even half standard trees are generally too large for most gardens with bush varieties being better suited. However, some trees are available on a dwarfing stock such as Pixie and will only reach a height of some 15 to 20 feet.

Although Gages tend to flower later in the season than plums they were not as reliable at producing a good crop. This seems to have changed with modern varieties that will grow both more fruit and larger fruits. Some gages need a partner tree, as do some plums, for pollination to produce fruit, but the fruits are said to have more flavour than plums. As with plums trees they have to be watched for "Silver Leaf" and treated accordingly.

Gages can easily be grown as a fan-trained tree, which enables space saving in a small garden and if planted against a south facing wall, they will appreciate the protection afforded as they can be a little tender.

Damsons are another related fruit that has fallen from favour probably because they are not as sweet as plums. However, Damsons are much hardier and will thrive where conditions are impossible for plums. Damsons, such as the old fashioned Merryweather, and Greengages, were traditionally used for making Jam and bottling to preserve them, so that people had some fruit available to eat throughout the year before the modern age with its all year round fruit imports.

Date Palm - Phoenix Dactylifera.


There can be some confusion over this plant in as much as the variety that is nearly always seen on sale in British garden centres is the “Canary Island Date Palm” or Phoenix Canariensis. This spectacular tall palm that will grow up to 20 metres, is often sold as an architectural plant for warmer town gardens, because it will survive a mild winter if it is wrapped well in the Autumn to protect it against the cold, frosty nights of the winter. The Canary Island Palm has a traditional palm shape with all of its leaves, that are up to 5-6 metres in length, at the top of a long thick trunk.

The palm has individual male and female sexed trees with their flowers up to 2 metres in length. Pollinated flowers will produce fruit, but it is NOT the sticky, edible dates that we all see imported and sold as dried dates in packets. These are produced by the true Date Palm the Phoenix Dactylifera. This is a more delicate palm in its appearance with a thinner trunk, smaller, thinner crown and smaller leaves.

The edible Date Palm flowers in April/May and produces much bigger ripe orange fruits than the Canary Palm. The Date Palm suckers freely, but these are normally cut away to keep the single straight trunk.

It is unlikely that you will come across an edible Date Palm tree for sale in the UK, but it is a simple matter to buy a packet of dried dates from a shop and plant a few stones in some pots. They will germinate very easily and will grow quite happily as a pot plant that is kept in the greenhouse over winter and put outside on the patio for the summer, but it would be impossible to grow a palm in a pot big enough to fruit, and unless something dramatic happened to our weather, they would not survive in the garden for enough winters to mature either. 

The Elderberry - Sambucus 

Elderberry trees have always been very common in hedgerows everywhere and we all know how wildlife and birds in particular love the Elderberry with its small, soft, dark, purple berries, held in large clusters.  When they are ripe the birds splatter everywhere with purple spots after they have eaten them.  Not so many years ago people used to pick baskets full of the berries while walking down country lanes, but nowadays people do not bother picking them because the berries are so soft and squash easily when picked staining hands and clothes purple. Whatever state the berries are in after picking though they can easily be used to make jam if they are boiled up with sugar.

When I was a youngster the Women’s Institute nearly always had pots of Elderberry jam for sale on their stalls at every village fete.  As with nearly all fruits the berries can also be used to make wine and Elderberry wine used to be a favourite of many country people. Not so long ago when you visited people away from the towns, you nearly always used to be offered a glass of Elderberry wine to tickle your palette.
Some people still make use of the Elderberry as very occasionally a few high class restaurateurs pick their fairly large scented flower heads and have their chefs dip them in batter.  After frying the flowers are then served as a special little side dish.
The Elderberry tree is a native to Europe and as such, propagates readily from berries, is completely hardy to our climate and will grow almost anywhere. However, although it is relatively small growing it will throw up many suckers and therefore needs attention if it is to be grown in a small garden. A more ornamental variety with dark red leaves is sometimes seen for sale at garden centres and nurseries.
Fig - Ficus Carica 

Several varieties of Fig are grown commercially, but in the UK the Brown Turkey fig is the hardiest and usually the only one seen on sale in Garden Centres. They are not grafted, unlike many more traditional fruit trees such as apples and cherries, and they rarely develop any health problems as they are very resistant to all pests and diseases. 

Figs are best grown in a large pot and given shelter from the hardest parts of the Winter, although they will survive all but the worst of British Winters. We have had one planted against a South facing wall for about 12 years with no die back at all. Figs are unusual in as much as un-restricted roots may lead to excessive leaves and growth generally, with little or no fruit. Planting in a suitably sized pot can restrict the roots to give a good crop, or if the fig is going to be planted in the ground, it should be planted in a slab-lined pit filled with compost mixed with brick rubble. A word of caution though, do not plant them near to a building as their roots can easily damage foundations and walls. 

Some books say that figs are not for the faint hearted gardener as they need lots of attention, but from experience, after planting there is little to do each year. Pruning is best carried out in the Summer to shape up the tree, although frost damage may require attention in the Spring. Freshly cut branches may ooze a sticky milky sap not unlike the latex from a Rubber tree. Surprisingly, figs need a lot of water, especially while their fruit is developing, but they should not be over fed as this will just result in lots of large leaves. 
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There is one variety of Fig that is rarely available which is usually grown just for its large ornamental leaves rather than the small edible figs it produces. Ice Crystal (Ficus Carica 'Ice Crystal') has long, divided, almost finger like leaves that grow in the shape of ice crystals making it a very decorative, architectural plant. Like the Brown Turkey it is very hardy, but can suffer in extremely cold winters.

Fig trees are self fertile and naturally crop twice a year in warmer climates, but they will only produce one harvestable crop outside in the UK. If figs are grown in a greenhouse that is warm enough over winter they may yield a second crop. In the Autumn the figs will change colour, darken and when fully ripe they will soften a little so that they give a little when squeezed gently. Our tree crops regularly and the last good crop gave over 40 ripe fruits, although it does vary from one year to the next. This may not sound like a lot of fruit, but when you think that the regular shop prices are often 50 pence per fig it gives a different perspective to the value of the crop. Fresh figs are so completely different to eat to dried figs that someone given a blind taste test would almost certainly say that they were not the same fruit. 

After the leaves have dropped in the late autumn it is advisable to remove all the small undeveloped fruits by simply twisting and snapping them off as they will not develop outside and if left on the plant will prevent a good crop for the following Summer. If removed cleanly no harm will come to the plant, although a little milky sap may ooze out of the break.

Goji Berry (Lycium) 

Goji Berries come from the colder parts of Asia and are a wild growing plant in their nature. They are, perhaps best grown as a rough fruit hedge, although heavy pruning in the Spring will improve the shape of the bushes and also encourage better cropping. Be aware when pruning though, that some stems do have an occasional thorn on them. Growing up to 6 feet, each plant can produce up to 1 Kg of fruit each year and even though they need a little watering to get established, Goji bushes are very drought resistant. Another big bonus for British gardeners is that they will quite happily survive temperatures down to minus 15C which we don't get very often!

Goji bushes flower from the late spring and on in to the summer, producing bright red berries about 2cm or 3/4in long . Flowering and berry production will continue right up until the first frosts.

Most people in the UK have only seen dried Goji berries which can be used in much the same way as dried Cranberries or Raisins would in cooking. Fresh Goji Berries are much more versatile and as different to dried, as fresh figs are to dried figs. As with most fresh fruit the berries are excellent for making nourishing "Smoothies" or simply mixing into fresh fruit salads.

Goji Berries are a relative of the Potato and as such are susceptible to potato blight should there be any around. Unfortunately one of the UK TV gardening programs did say that there had been a problem with some wild grown imported bushes which were infected. All imported plants are supposed to have a "Plant Health Passport," much as you need animals to be certified healthy to move them around the World, so I don't understand how this can have happened. However, if you buy a packet of dried Goji berries from any health food store, and soak a few berries in water overnight, they will soften to such an extent that a very gentle squeeze will result in dozens of tiny seeds squirting out. From experience, these seeds will germinate very easily in a few days to produce a pot full of tiny seedlings that you can grow on, plant out, and make a cheap fruit hedge out of.

Grapes. 

Growing grapes in the UK is not a new idea and there is more and more interest in growing them, largely due to global warming and our warmer winters, but of course it must not be forgotten that the Romans were probably the first with their large vineyards. Undoubtedly Britain’s climate was milder then, but even so people have grown grape vines in greenhouses for a long time now and for a reliable crop this is probably still the best way to grow them. However, some commercial growers feel that crops can again be grown successfully outdoors in the South of England and numerous vineyards have been planted. The largest UK plantation is in Surrey where 600 acres of ideal chalky soil has been planted with many different varieties.

Well planted vines can stay productive for up to 40 years which is just as well because they need a lot of attention if they are going to harvest well. Regular pruning and training is essential and although this can normally be done at any time in the Winter according to many books, it is probably best done in the earlier winter months because the unpredictability of our weather sometimes means that the sap can start rising early.

Not only do grapes need a lot of care, but they will not crop quickly after planting and it can be 3 years or more before you will be rewarded with your first proper harvest.

As with all of the more tender fruits they must be planted on a South facing site with good drainage and ideally for grapes, the ground wants to be chalky.

There are many varieties sold in garden centres some of which are more suited for outdoors and some for greenhouse cultivation. One of the most popular indoor grape varieties is Black Hamburgh which can reliably produce a good crop of sweet fruit without as much attention as many varieties. Indoor grown grapes are generally sweeter and therefore better for eating than outdoor grown crops in the UK that are more usually used for wine making.

Honey Berry – Lonicera Kamchatika

The Honey berry is a native of Eastern Siberia so it is extremely tough with regards to any sort of winter that we might have. Plants can be found in other parts of the world such as Korea and China, but it is only just being made available to gardeners in the UK through a small number of plant firms that offer the more unusual and uncommon plants.
The Honey Berry is actually a species of the flowering climber called Honey Suckle that so many people grow in their gardens up a trellis or a wall. Unlike the flowering variety it is not a climber, but will grow as a small bush and mature bushes will only reach some 6 feet in height.

After flowering plants will produce berries in mid summer that look very similar to the now familiar Blueberry with one big difference;- They are the same colour and general size, but very much elongated. As with Blueberries the fruit is ideal for making pies and jams etc. Also like blueberries the fruits are high in vitamins and minerals and may gain popularity as yet another superfood.
Bushes are self fertile but for best results several should be planted near each other.
WARNING. Many other types of Lonicera Berries of the Honeysuckle family are poisonous.
P.S. Not to be confused with Melicoccus Bijuga - Spanish Lime - Honeyberry which is most definitely a tropical plant that will only grow in the warmer parts of Florida and the Mediteranean, etc. The small fruits have a pulpy flesh that is not unlike that of grapes in flavour.
Josta Berry - Ribes Nidigrolaria. 

 The Josta Berry is an unlikely cross originating from Germany and was first introduced in 1977. There are several varieties in existence, but they are very uncommon here in the UK, which is surprising given the plants potential. Crossing a Gooseberry and Black-current was certainly a strange idea, but it has resulted in a hardy plant that will withstand temperatures down to –40 degrees. This long-lived cross is also fast growing, up to 6 feet, and furthermore disease resistance has been bred into it against things like Rust and Mildew.

As the bushes are so vigorous they will need pruning into shape every year and it is advisable to “Open up the centre” of each bush to allow proper growth and development of fruit. Although the Josta Berry is very hardy it does flower early in the Spring so needs planting in a sheltered spot away from cold winds simply to protect its blossom otherwise it could result in no fruit.

Josta Berry bushes are self fertile, that is to say that it is not necessary to have more than one bush for pollination to occur. After pollination and the berries have developed and ripened, you start picking them, and another bonus over its Gooseberry parent becomes apparent, that is, Jostas don’t have the thorns of the Gooseberry, albeit an occasional one. Josta berries are large like a Gooseberry, but have the rich, black sweetness of a Black-current and like a Black-current the big juicy berries are full of goodness, especially vitamin C and excellent for pie making as well as making jams.

 Juniper (Common) – Juniperus Communis
 

The Common Juniper is a member of the Cypress family and of course an evergreen conifer. Although a native of Great Britain it is seldom planted and quite scarce in the wild. At an average height of only between 5 and 10m it is one of our smaller trees. Many conifers require an acid or peaty soil to grow well, but the Juniper will tolerate anything from chalky soils to acid. The seeds of the Juniper though, need ideal conditions to germinate which has resulted in ever decreasing numbers of wild trees as more and more are cut down and do not get replaced by natural propagation. 

The Juniper has sharp, spiny needles up to ½ inch long that smell of apples and lemons when crushed. Most people don’t realise that all conifers have flowers, albeit mostly non-descript, so that pollination can happen, but for any plants to produce seed, they must have male and female sexual parts. Some trees have different sexed flowers on different trees, but the Common Juniper has both sexes on one. After successful pollination purplish black berries are produced that ripen in the Autumn. 

The traditional use of Juniper berries is as an essential flavouring of gin, but in more recent times the berries have become popular in liqueurs and sauces for various meats. Another major use for the berries was to extract the oil from them, and make a tablet for terminating pregnancies. These Juniper tablets were sold in the UK up until only a few decades ago. 

As with other native trees, such as the Yew that can be seen planted in nearly every churchyard and is said to ward off evil spirits, myths have built up around the Juniper and its magical properties. Junipers are said to keep away evil spirits on the Eve of May Day and also prevent the entrance of the Devil and witches. 

 Kiwi - Actinidia or Chinese Gooseberry.

Once known as the Chinese Gooseberry, the fruit of the Actinidia gained much more popularity after a name change to Kiwi. The Actinidia is not a tree, or even a bush, but is a rampant climber growing to over 30 feet or more in length. A slightly tender deciduous plant, the Kiwi can easily get frost damage, but so long as the main stems survive, growth is so prolific each year that damage will never be noticed when the plant starts into the new seasons growth.

Kiwi plants can take a few years to mature, but a mature plant can produce a very worthwhile harvest of up to 20 lbs of fruit that will ripen in October and must be picked before the first frosts. The furry, brown skinned, plum sized fruits will give a little when they are ready to be picked and can be stored for a couple months before needing to be eaten.

There are several varieties of Actinidia sold at garden centres, some of which are strictly ornamental and not fruiting. Of the fruiting varieties some are self-fertile and some are not. That is to say that some species need both a male and a female plant to cause pollination and fruit production. The self fertile variety called "Deliciosa Jenny" has very large heart shaped leaves and needs no other plant to grow fruit.

Plants, although not often seen on sale, are not that expensive to buy, but if you have one plant growing well, it is a good idea to try and root some of the trimmings when you cut the excessive growth back each year. From experience cuttings are not that difficult to root if you get them right. The main thing to remember when taking cuttings, is to reduce the leaf area on the cuttings by removing some leaves, and then snipping the leaves left on the cuttings in half, to reduce moisture loss.

Kumquat - Fortunella.

Kumquats are related to the Citrus family of oranges, limes, grapefruits and lemons, but not as closely as their appearance might make one think. These tiny fruits are only about one inch across, shaped like and the colour of an orange, but this is where the similarities end, because the skin is sweet and the flesh tart. The exact opposite of an Orange and of course another big difference is that the fruit is eaten whole and not peeled like an Orange.

Originating from China instead of the Mediterranean is obviously another difference between, this frost tender, 6 foot high evergreen shrub that is mostly grown as a pot plant, and orange trees. All parts of the Kumquat are sweetly scented including the leaves and stems making it an appealing plant to grow in a conservatory where it can be kept frost-free. 

You might well find a small pot grown plant on sale in a garden centre with fruits already on, as is the fashion with lemons and Oranges, but you could also grow one from a pip that can just occasionally be found in shop bought fruits. Do remember though, that the small fruits are slow to ripen.

 Lemons And Oranges 

Orange and Lemon trees produce such an important crop that they are grown Worldwide with many varieties having been developed over the millennia that they have been under cultivation. Citrus Sinensis and Citrus Limon are of course the common variations with both of them growing up to 10 Metres and having leathery, glossy, green leaves. The shiny appearance of the leaves, is in part, due to numerous oil glands dotted about them. Lemons tend to have a longer flowering time than Oranges, but both produce fragrant white flowers that belie the fact that these trees do have an occasional spiteful thorn hidden in their branches to catch the unwary.

The Limon and bitter Seville Orange – Aurantium are said to be almost hardy by certain retailers in the UK, but in the small print it can often be found to say that they will need frost protection. However, it has to be admitted that as the tree grows and branches/trunk thickens it will withstand colder weather as long as it is in a sheltered, South facing, well drained, position. A good wrapping of horticultural fleece over the winter may be enough to help it survive outside.

Apart from warmth over winter the citrus family are relatively easy to care for. One problem that does occur frequently and causes a yellowing of the leaves is a deficiency of Magnesium that can be cured simply by watering with a solution of Epsom Salts (Magnesium Sulphate) made up from crystals bought from any high street chemist. Also for pot grown plants to fruit successfully the “Wood” needs to “Ripen” by leaving the plat outside in the sun to bake as much as possible in the Summer.

Many pot grown Orange and Lemon trees are sold in garden centres in the UK these days occasionally along with other members of the Citrus family such as Grapefruits and Limes. Usually these specimens have small fruit already on them, but some will have larger fruit of a size fit for eating. Such plants do not come cheap and are slow growing, but re-potted in large tubs they make ideal showpieces for placing on the patio for the Summer months where visitors can relax and succumb to the heady perfume from their white blossom.

Loquat – Eriobotrya Japonica.

This smallish tree or large bush is a native of China and as such sometimes goes under the name of the Chinese Peach. Also called the Japanese Medlar, because its glossy green leaves are very similar to those of our Medlar although much bigger and evergreen, the Loquat is quite hardy in Great Britain. Indeed we have a mature specimen grown from a stone that is about 15 years old and that flowered at about 12 years. Occasionally in Winter an odd leaf or new shoot may be burnt by a hard frost, but if trimmed off will not cause any detrimental effects.

Loquats are widely grown in Southern Europe both for their fruit and as ornamental trees, due in part to the spectacular size of leaves that can be a foot long on large trees, and also due to their fragrant flowers produced from November through to April. Indeed their heady scent is most welcome in the otherwise dull English garden on a Winter’s evening.

After flowering, a peach coloured fruit is produced about the size of an elongated plum. The juicy flesh of the Loquat is a little tart rather than sweet and fruit is best served poached. When cooked and the skin is removed, they are very similar in texture and colour to the Apricot. Normally Loquat fruits bought from shops have two or three large stones inside that should grow if planted, although some garden centres are now starting to sell pot grown plants, but these can be very expensive.

Lychee - Litchi Chinensis

The Lychee is definitely an exotic that will not grow outside in the U.K. unless we start to have frost free Winters. Nor can the Lychee be grown to maturity under glass by the average gardener, because the evergreen tree will reach 40 feet in height. However, as the fruit is readily available from just about any greengrocer in this country and the seeds will germinate easily in a small pot on a warm windowsill, it is a fun plant for children to grow.
The seeds are of course the large brown pip, bigger than a broad bean seed, in the centre of the fruit, that is normally discarded with the rough, papery case that encloses the fruit. After germination, the young tree seedlings need plenty of water and to be potted in good compost. However, as the plants do not need to be particularly warm, it should be safe to grow them on, outside for the Summer, after all danger of frost has finished. Of course they will have to be brought in before the Winter and placed in a greenhouse/conservatory until the following Spring.
A full grown Lychee tree is quite spectacular with its large, glossy, leathery leaves and its multiple flowers hanging on one foot long display stems, but this is something that we are unlikely to see in this country unless a hardier variety is bred.
Mahonia - Oregon Grape.

This family covers over 70 different species of evergreen shrubs that have prickly leaves a little like holly except that they are strung out down stems like the fronds of a fern. The height of Mahonias vary from a couple of feet up to enormous 15 foot prehistoric looking types. Many species originate from Asia, and others were brought over from America by Bernard McMahon around 1800, after whom they were named.

Mahonias have large racemes of scented, bright yellow flowers in the Winter followed by bunches of juicy purple berries. Pilgrim explorers to North America found the Native Americans eating the grape like berries in Oregon and gave the plant its popular nickname of the “Oregon Grape” and although Mahonia Aquifolium is usually given this name, the name actually belongs to a smaller variety called “Nervosa.” 

Aquifolium was first imported from America in 1823 and gained such feverish interest that specimens sold for crazy prices of up to £10 each, which was a Kings Ransom in those days, bearing in mind that a gold sovereign was only worth £1. (Todays price for a sovereign is way over £100 each.) Nowadays this variety has been planted in so many gardens for so long that birds have carried away and distributed so much seed in the past that in many parts of the country the plants have naturalised themselves in woodlands to such an extent they are a nuisance. Surprisingly enough a lot of different varieties of Mahonia are not very hardy and apart from Aquifolium many are also fussy about their growing conditions. 

Mahonia “Grape” berries have undoubtedly been eaten in the past, but it is suggested that the berries are best made into a “Jelly” or Jam as many other fruits have been researched and discovered to have previously unknown, mild, toxic qualities, (Such as green Tomatoes and Juniper berries) that can be destroyed by simply cooking and making the fruit into some sort of preserve.

Medlar Tree - Mespilus Germanica. 

Medlars are not a native tree and will not be found growing in the wild in Great Britain unless they have been deliberately planted at some time, as in a garden that may have gone wild, or on other land that was cultivated in some way, such as, a disused park, or part of an old estate. They grow naturally round the Mediterranean areas of Europe, but are also widely grown throughout Europe, because of their hardiness.

The Medlar is a small tree and will readily fruit at 5 years old with a height of only 4 or 5 feet. When seen for sale, planted in pots, in tree nurseries, they will often already have a good crop of fruits on them. The deciduous Medlar has long leaves not unlike those of a Laurel leaf in shape.

The fruits were most popular around the time of King James the 1st and have largely been forgotten about in more recent times, although, through the ages, many writers, including Shakespeare, have mentioned them in their works.

Cultivated varieties do exist, but are not often seen on sale in England and are relatively expensive, however the trees are said to germinate readily from their large irregular seeds that are found in any ripe fruit.

Medlar fruits are said to ripen best on the tree to keep their moisture content high, as they can be dry and have a grainy texture, if they are picked and ripened inside. Like many English fruits they were traditionally used, in making wine, jam and jelly. The fruits of the Medlar are very hard until fully ripe, and from one angle, not unlike small apples in their appearance. To soften the fruit they have to be “Bletted,” which is a posh word that simply means the fruit has gone rotten. When this happens the soft fruit can be carefully peeled to reveal the brown pulp inside which looks most unappetising. From another angle the fruit is unkindly said, to look like a dogs bottom and the ripe brown flesh looks like something the dog has done!

Medlars are definitely an acquired taste and were most enjoyed centuries ago, by the Gentry, who as we all know also like rotten meat that has flies crawling all over it and is riddled with maggots! (Traditional game meats such as Hare.) 

Monkey Puzzle - Araucaria Araucana

 

The Monkey Puzzle was a native of Chile and Argentina, and has come to be planted widely throughout Europe because it is such an ornate tree. There are several varieties of Araucaria of which the Chile Pine is the only one hardy in the UK. At 70 –85 feet this spectacular tree is far too big for the average garden and with its unusual growing habit of producing very large prickly leaves/needles, it is unlike any other tree. The broad triangle shaped needles, last 10 – 15 years before being replaced, cover its sparse branches and trunk, and led early explorers to give it the name of the “Monkey puzzle,” because they thought it would be a puzzle for a monkey to climb it.

Trees have been a feature of English gardens since early explorers brought back seeds and small specimens, but none have been recorded as producing seeds. It is known that separate male and female plants are needed for pollination to occur and there is also a requirement for a specific small animal to complete the process.

In its natural habitat the Monkey Puzzle was for a long time an important source of food as the large seeds were boiled and eaten as a desert by the natives, but constant land clearance has decimated the habitat. The Araucaria is slow to grow and mature, is not being replanted and so eventually the trees are likely to disappear from the wild.

Although many Monkey Puzzles were planted in the last century in the UK they seemed to go out of favour for a while, but now more and more garden centres are selling them. Specimens are very expensive to buy costing tens of pounds for trees only a few feet tall and although larger specimens are fully hardy, the smaller they are, the more protection they will need. 

Monkey Nut (Peanut) – Arachis Hypogaea

Monkey nuts actually belong to a small genus of Herbs called Arachis, some of which are annual and some perennial.  The only member of the Arachis family that is important is the Hypogaea (Peanut) which is an annual from Brazil where it is an important source of oil and cattle fodder.

Although the Peanut plants only grow to a height of about a foot or so and spread into a very small bushy plant, they are included here because of the ease with which they can be grown from any packet of fresh non-salted peanuts. The nuts need a lot of warmth to germinate and grow, but they are great fun for kids. A minimum temperature of 74 degrees F is required for growth, but they should germinate in a centrally heated house and then they can be transferred to a warm greenhouse in the early Summer where it should be possible to get the plants to mature and flower.

Yellow flowers are followed by seedpods on the end of the stalks, which have the unusual growing habit of turning downwards so that the pods actually develop in the ground. This gives rise to the peanuts other names of the “Earth nut” or “Ground nut.”

After digging up, washing and drying the shells take on the familiar appearance that we are all familiar with. 

Mulberry - Morus Nigra 

The Mulberry is not one of our native trees, but it can be grown without protection and will flourish in the south of Britain reaching only about 20 feet high.

 

Mulberries grow wild in Asia and are cultivated throughout Europe, as far north as Sweden. It is believed that trees have been in Britain since being introduced by the Romans. The oldest surviving Mulberry tree in Britain, is thought to be at Syon House, Brentford, and having been introduced from Persia in 1548, it is still only 22 feet high.

 

In 1608 King James the first, issued an edict encouraging the cultivation of Mulberry trees in an attempt to create a home grown British silk industry as it was known that silk worms feed on Mulberry leaves. However, the scheme was a dismal failure because the Black (Nigra) Mulberry was the species that was imported, whereas silkworms prefer the larger Chinese Native, White (Alba) Mulberry.

It is said that Mulberry trees can easily be propagated by cuttings taken in February. Most tree are difficult to root from cuttings, especially large pieces of old wood, but apparently pieces of Mulberry up to 8 feet are said to root easily. When branches are cut they ooze a white sticky fluid not unlike the latex produced by Rubber trees. Mulberrry trees often produce irregular shaped leaves, specially the white variety and specially from the suckers that they can throw up. They are very late to leaf up in the Spring and the leaves of the Mulberry are one of the last to appear in the new season. Old trees may need their larger branches supporting as they become brittle and can snap off under their own weight. Mulberry trees have a short trunk with their branches spreading as far as their height and their unattractive flowers are unisex. That is to say that the sex pollination parts of the flower are in separate spikes, or small catkins.

 

Planted in a warm sheltered site the slow growing Black Mulberry should produce fruit that will ripen and look not unlike a Raspberry or Blackberry. The easiest way to harvest the berries is to wait until they are very ripe, spread a clean sheet under and round the tree, and simply shake the tree very gently to make the berries fall. The ripe berries have both laxative and expectorant qualities and are used in modern medicine in the preparation of a syrup that will also relieve sore throats. The bark of Mulberry Nigra is reputed to be anthelmintic and is used to expel tape worm. Regardless of any medicinal qualities the berries are also a firm favourite for making jams and wine as they are full of natural sugar.

 

Apart from the Alba and Nigra varieties there are others including French and American which are even less suitable for English gardens, however several Canadian cultivars such as Carmen and Ivory (both white berried) have been bred that are both quick to fruit and quite hardy, but not readily available in England from garden centres. 

Olive – Olea Europaea

The Olive tree, with its small tough evergreen leaves, is native to Southern Europe and really shouldn’t grow in the UK, but with global warming and the milder Winters of recent years I thought that I would try one in the garden. The 8 inch high specimen was bought as a pot plant from an indoor sales area and planted out in the Spring.

Incredibly, planted in a fairly dry, well drained part of the garden, the tiny tree has thrived, growing into a splendid bush some 3 or 4 feet high and it has come unscathed through two full Winters, this will be it’s third. Sometimes in the Winter, when we see a particularly bad night forecast on the TV, we wrap the tree up in some horticultural fleece loosely tied with string for the night. After a hard frost the plant seems to wilt a little and one or two of the very youngest tips get burnt, but when the sun comes out the tips can be nipped off and the tree perks up again as if nothing had happened.

The Olive has white flowers which are scented and pollination results in the familiar smallish green Olives developing on the plant. The oily fruits actually need two years to fully ripen and turn black and although our little plant does produce, as yet tiny Olives, they do not stay on for a second year to ripen and they are too small to pick the first year anyway.

It is probably wishful thinking to believe that we shall ever be able to put our home grown olives in our cocktails taken on the lawn on a hot Summers evening, or indeed that we shall be able to press our own Olive oil, but as a novelty our little tree is quite a talking point, and who knows what will happen with our unpredictable British Winters. As every year goes by the tree is thickening out which means that it should withstand the cold even better in the future.

Passion Fruit - Purple Granadilla - Passiflora Edulis.

There are literally hundreds of varieties of Passion flowers that originate from South America where they were used by missionary Spanish priests to give the Native south American Indians lessons about the crucifixion. They did this based on the multi faceted structure of their exotic, complex, delicate and yet strangely artificial looking flowers.

Passion flower plants are not trees or even bushes, but are rampant vines that start into growth outside, for the new season, rather later than other plants. Their exotic flowers are produced randomly throughout the plant and throughout the season until the frosts take all the leaves. Whether the name “Passion Flower” has been given to these plants because their individual flowers only last about 24 hours or so, I don’t know, but it is a thought!

Many varieties of Passiflora can now be seen on sale in shops and garden centres, but the only really hardy one is “Caerulea.” Even though this is very nearly hardy a harsh, vicious winter, will take a large vine that has been growing quite happily for twenty years or more. All Passifloras sold are capable of  producing one or two inedible fruits that will have seeds in, but it is only Passiflora  Edulis – Purple Granadilla, that produces the edible Passion fruits. Unfortunately as this is one of the more delicate varieties, it will not grow outside and would need a large warm greenhouse to get big enough to produce any quantity of fruit on. On the other hand it is fun to grow plants from seeds obtained from bought fruit and this is certainly one such candidate as seeds will germinate readily. Being a vine, the growing plants, can be twined round and round a circular wire framework that has been wedged firmly into a plant pot. Indeed this is how all Passion Flower plants are normally sold when they are sold as pot plants for their bright colourful flowers. 

Peach And Nectarines.

Peach trees are quite hardy in the UK and have no problems over Winter with frosts, but when Spring comes a late frost can easily take the blossom as Peach trees flower early in the new season and without the blossom/flowers, there can be no fruit. Another big problem with early flowering is that there are not many insects about to pollinate any flowers that do survive. Having said that, if peach trees are grown against a South facing wall, as a fan type, it is relatively easy to secure a piece of horticultural fleece above the tree and drape the fleece over it at night in the Spring to keep the night frosts from it. The tree must be uncovered every morning though to let what insects there are pollinate the flowers. Growers may even consider hand pollinating the flowers to ensure a greater success. Many fruit trees need another tree to enable pollination, but peaches do have the advantage that they are self-fertile.

Peaches do require a fair amount of care and attention to get the most out of them including regular watering in dry spells as they must never be allowed to dry out. On the other hand they also need to be planted in free draining conditions to prevent water logging. Disease control needs constant monitoring as peaches are susceptible to several common problems. Plants need spraying both before and at the end of each season to prevent “Peach Leaf Curl”. Silver leaf is also a common disease and when pruning, care has to be taken to prevent Bacterial Canker from developing in the open cut.

On top of all the above difficulties, a good summer is needed to ripen the fruit on trees outside. People in the Southern counties stand a better chance of successful cropping, or if possible, planting under glass will produce even better results. Traditionally old English country houses are known for their “Peach Houses” where the landed Gentry grew their own fruits before the modern age of high speed importation. The fruit of the Nectarine is basically the same as peaches except for its smooth skin and the growing requirements for them are the same. However, Nectarines flower even earlier and fruit yields are generally lower.

Persimon – Diospyros Kaki

The Persimon and the Sharon fruit are really one and the same as the latter is simply an Israeli hybrid named after President Sharon. Although a native of Western Asia, there are several species of Persimon that are widely cultivated and they are particularly popular in China and Japan. There is only one variety that is occasionally seen on sale in garden centres in the UK and that is the Chinese Persimon.

The deciduous Chinese Persimon is a tree that will grow up to about 40 feet quite happily in England, but it s best planted against a sheltered South facing wall for a little protection from cold winter winds and to make the most of the sun.

Fruits of the Persimon look a little like, large, slightly flattened, orange tomatoes with a prominent calyx on the top. Unripe, the flesh is bitter, but fully ripened it is very sweet and pulpy. It is said that the skin can be eaten on a ripe fruit, but it is easy enough to peel off with a sharp knife as on shop bought fruits it can be a little tough.

Unfortunately this is another of those fruits that, although the plant will grow well in our climate, a really long hot Summer is needed to produce ripe fruit.

Pomegranate - Punica Granatum. 

The vast majority of English gardeners would never even think about attempting to grow a Pomegranate in their garden, but it is not so ridiculous as one might first think. Although the Pomegranate originally comes from Western Asia it is now grown widely between the Himalayas and the Balkans. 

There are several varieties grown in the UK as pot plants, or rather flowering plants for the conservatory, as the most popular variety has showy bright red flowers in the Summer. (When moving Pomegranates that have been potted though, do be aware that they do have the occasional thorn.) 

However, this deciduous bush may well survive mild Winters if planted outdoors, particularly in the South of England. To give a Pomegranate the best chance of survival outside it should be planted in a very sheltered, well drained spot, against a South facing structure, such as a wall or greenhouse. It must be kept dry in the winter, but watered liberally in dry spells throughout the Summer. Frosts will almost certainly cut the growth back to ground level, but the Pomegranate is one of the few plants that will happily shoot again from below the ground in the right conditions. 

In a long hot Summer it is possible that a Pomegranate grown outside may produce fruit that ripens. Alternatively, it can be grown in a large pot to put out on the patio for the Summer for its flowers and given shelter in the greenhouse for the Winter. Pomegranates will fruit best in a conservatory, but as maturity means a large bush, or small tree reaching up to 15 feet in height, it will need to be a big one. 

 

Quince 

  
Although most varieties of the Quince are hardy and it can be found wild, it is now rarely grown in British gardens, but it is still popularly grown in Latin America and Southern Europe. 

Originally, Cydonia Oblonga, to give the plant its proper Latin name, came from Crete and was named after Cydon. The Portuguese name for Quince is Marmalo and as the fruit was commonly used for making a preserve it gave rise to the word Marmalade.

Reaching only about 20 feet, Quince, is one of the smaller fruiting trees. It is a member of the apple family and related to the pear, indeed it used to be listed as Pyrus (Pear) Cydonia.  Quince are commonly confused with the Japanese quince, the Chaenomeles, that also produces similar looking fruits, but is strictly ornamental. (Cultivar Cido is the one exception that was bred in Lithuania and has lemon flavoured fruits.) 

Unlike most fruit trees Quince do not require intensive pruning, but they do need permanently moist soil to grow well. Although a member of the apple family, unlike most apples, Quince trees are self-fertile. In other words, it is not necessary, to have a male and female tree as with some fruits, or, as with apples, two trees in flower at the same time. 

In warmer countries, the late Summer fruit, will ripen naturally and can be eaten straight from the tree, although they are a little tart and have a gritty texture, but in the UK they have to be picked and left to ripen in a dark place. As the fruit ripens it changes from green to yellow and produces a fragrant floral scent, so traditionally they were left to ripen in ladies underwear drawers. 

Quince have been popular in England for centuries, and even as long ago as 3 or 4 hundred years, it was shipped to the UK in jars as it was believed that it settled the stomach. Apart from making a preserve the fruit was also traditionally served stewed, with strongly flavoured meats, such as venison, pork and duck. It can of course also be mixed in with other fruits such as apple to make pies, etc. 
Roses

Roses produce a fruit that has been all but forgotten about these days, but during the Second World War, when fruit was hard to come by out of season because of shopping blockades, rose hips were used as a vital source of vitamin C. Hips were picked when they were ripe in the late Autumn and Winter, boiled up and made into a syrup which millions took in much the same way as people take a supplement of Cod Liver Oil today.

Apart from harvesting the Rose Hips another very important commercial use for roses is the highly scented oils that can be extracted from the petals. These essential oils are used as flavourings for cooking, in liqueurs and in the production of the scent for perfumes. The oil called “Attar of Roses” that comes from the “Damask Rose” or “Rosa Damascena” to give it its Latin name, is hugely expensive to make and takes some 250 lbs of petals to make one ounce of attar. A useful by product, of various distillation processes to extract oils, is Rose water which has a huge commercial market of its own.

Nowadays many back to nature health food fanatics eat food from the wild such as Nettle Soup along with many flowers from the garden, but this is not really a new idea because Rose petals have long been used in cookery for cake decorations etc after they have been crystallized.

The best way to grow Roses if you want to produce a serious quantity of hips is to grow them as hedge. Normal varieties are not much use for this because they will not branch low enough to make it very solid, but Rosa Rugosa hybrids are very strong growers. Alba has a white flower and is the most popular, but remember that these strains are not grown for large exotic flowers or scent so, although there will be a profusion of flowers they are quite small and not very showy. You may want to interplant your hedge with a few better varieties for a more impressive display of flowers. Also Rambling Roses may be considered as an alternative with their wild habit, but they will need support by training them along wires strung between fence posts.

Rowan Or Mountain Ash – Sorbus Aucuparia 

In years gone by people lived off the land and were use used to gathering what fruit they could from the hedgerows. Today people still occasionally pick Blackberries from hedges down the sides of fields and little else, but there are many other naturally occurring berries, fruit and nuts that can be eaten that have long been forgotten.  Some fruits were eaten as they were picked, but many were prepared so that they could be used in the diet of the peasants even though straight from the tree they were not very palatable and Rowan berries are a case in point.

The berries of the Rowan are not pleasant to eat and have astringent properties. As such they were sometimes used in olden days to treat mild cases of diarrhoea, but too many can cause constipation. Rowan berries can be boiled up and quite safely used to make a jelly or jam. Rowan jelly used to be a firm favourite of country housewives in earlier times, but has been almost completely forgotten and is very rarely made by anybody these days.

The native Rowan is a smallish tree that has highly perfumed clusters of small white flowers followed by numerous bright red berries hanging in small clumps and as such makes a splendid decorative tree for gardens. Rowans are also frequently seen in towns and in parks where blackbirds in particular can be seen gorging themselves on their berries as Winter arrives.

Several varieties of Rowans can be bought these days from tree nurseries including a yellow berried one, and a close relative, the white berried Sorbus Hupehensis is sometimes seen. Another close relative is the Service Tree or Sorbus Torminallis. 

Trees take water and minerals from the soil often exuding unwanted toxins in their fruit as a means of deterring animals from eating too much of it and thereby ensuring a wider dispersal of the seeds in the fruit. It is well known that Almond nuts can contain small trace quantities of Cyanide if the trees are grown in unsuitable soil. Other trees such as the Rowan store unwanted chemicals in their timber making it slightly toxic and therefore not the best of timber to put through the garden shredder when trees are pruned.

Sea Buckthorn-Hippophae Rhamnoides

 Sea Buckthorn is a thorny native that grows prolifically in certain parts around the English coastline. Well known around Asia and most of Europe this plant is almost unheard of in America. 

Of course being an English native it is well suited to its environment and with it's suckering habit needs to be well controlled if planted in a suitable spot in the garden. This tough plant has leaves not unlike those of an Olive and it too produces berries. Until recently the berries have been little used in food preparations because of their unpleasant taste and acidic nature. 

However laboratory testing has revealed that the berries could be a new super food due to their unbelievable nutrition levels. An extremely high level of vitamin C along with 7 other vitamins, 24 minerals and 18 amino acids were found in the berries. 

Traditional uses for the orange berries are in old healing remedies that include treatment for heart disease, blood pressure, tumours and skin complaints as it has anti-bacterial, wound healing and pain killing properties. The plants medicinal qualities have been long known and led to it being given many names in folk lore. 

The modern idea of drinking fruit made into "Smoothies" would also enable their health food benefits to be obtained in a more palatable way mixed in with other sweeter, tastier fruits. 

Berries are produced by the female plants and remain on the plants throughout the Winter. Unfortunately both male and female plants are needed for berry production and the plants are not readily available with only a few specialized nurseries offering them for sale. 

Service Tree – Whitebeam – Sorbus Torminalis 
The Wild Service Tree is a Whitebeam and has been recorded as growing in the UK for thousands of years. The family name of Sorbus is the same as the smaller, more ornamental, Mountain Ash which is famous for the display of brightly coloured berries that it puts on in the Winter. The Wild Service Tree is definitely a much larger tree growing up to 25 metres and therefore not suited to the average back garden, although the similar, French, Sorbus Domestica is a lot smaller. However, if you have a pony paddock, smallholding or any field where you want to plant the odd specimen tree, this may be of interest. The Service tree is a hardy native of Europe and is not very common these days, but it used to be famous in centuries past for it’s fruit’s. 

After flowering in May and June the fleshy brown berries develop and ripen in August, but remain hard until they have been “Bletted” to soften them. Back in the 1600’s and 1700’s they were sold in street markets along with more familiar fruit, but their harvesting and usage goes back to the Romans who made an alcoholic drink by fermenting grain and Sorbus berries to produce a kind of beer before the introduction of hops. In later times an alcoholic drink, said to be good for colic, called "Chequers" was made from the berries. Myth says that this is the origin of the popular name of “Chequers” for pubs. The fruits can also be used to flavour other alcoholic drinks such as whisky in the same way that sloe gin is made with Sloes or Blackthorn berries. 

The Wild Service Tree suckers freely, and not being hybridised will also grow true to type from its own seeds, although they may well take 18 months after sowing before they sprout. 
Sweet Chestnut – Castanea Sativa.

The Sweet Chestnut is not related to the inedible Horse Chestnut called “Aesculus Hippoacastanum,” and although it is a native of Southern Europe has been widely planted. Taking many years before reaching maturity and fruiting the Sweet Chestnut will grow up to 30 metres. Both the Sweet and Horse Chestnut are similar in general appearance, but the Sweet Chestnut does not have the same showy flowers, instead having erect male catkins and the leaves are also longer and narrower on the Sweet.

Flowering in June/July the female flowers develop into the same sort of prickly seed case though, that generally holds between 1-3 nuts.

There have been many cultivars developed, but specimens are rarely seen on sale in British garden centres and newly planted young trees will take many years to produce harvestable nuts.

Chestnuts have been roasted on open fires for centuries and every year as the Winter arrives with Christmas drawing near, many shops have boxes of chestnuts on display.

From experience these nuts are relatively easy to germinate, if you sow them in pots outside, so long as they reasonably fresh. This has got to be a cheaper alternative and if the idea is to plant trees for your retirement, or for your children, it is a fun thing to do. 

Strawberry Tree - Arbutus Unedo.

 

There are some dozen or so  species of Arbutus most of which are smallish trees with the exception of the giant Menziessi variety of North America that can reach 100 feet or more. Arbutus Unedo is a native of the Western Mediterranean and Ireland. This may seem strange as the Med is generally somewhat warmer than Ireland, but it isn't the warmth that the plant loves so much as a fairly steady temperature without harsh extremes and it also likes a humid atmosphere. Having said that it does not like wet feet, or being planted in the shade and it will tolerate moderate frosts and dry spells.
Arbutus Unedo can grow up to 30 feet, but usually only reaches half that and for the small garden there is also an even smaller compact variety. Being a native of Ireland you might expect it to like acid or peat conditions, which it does, but Arbutus will also grow happily in lime or chalky soil. However, once planted it is not a good idea to move a specimen as Arbutus do not like their roots being disturbed. This small evergreen tree produces a cluster of usually white or pinkish flowers in the Autumn followed by small orange/red fruit, or "Strawberries" that are about 1 inch long and fairly hard. The fruit are edible, but not very tasty and take a long time to ripen, up to 1 year  before they are ready. 
 

Walnut – Juglans Regia

 

The Walnut family consists of 16 species of long-lived, hardy deciduous trees. Most Walnuts are native to Eastern Europe, the Balkans and parts of Asia, although it has been widely planted for centuries. This slow growing tree will live 300 years or more and reach up to 25 metres eventually and produces a very expensive, fancy grained, high quality timber, when felled, which has been used by all the best cabinet-makers throughout the centuries. There is a faster growing native of North America called the “Black Walnut” “Juglans Nigra” that is more commonly grown specifically for harvesting timber. This much larger tree will happily grow, relatively quickly up to 50 metres.

As with several nut bearing trees the male flower parts develop as catkins and appear in May /June. Like the Almond the fruit is not a nut at all, but is a roundish, green fruit, with very little flesh, inside which is the Walnut. When first picked Walnuts are green until dried after which they attain their beige colour. In an old cookbook called “Mrs Beetons ….” there is a recipe for pickling green Walnuts that gives a different flavour to the nuts and different way of eating them.

Several types of special hybridised varieties of grafted Walnut trees can be bought from many plant nurseries, but they are expensive and will take many years to fruit. If you want to plant some Walnut trees for your children or future generations to harvest their delicious nuts, it maybe worth considering the fact that they will germinate readily from ripe nuts and you may like to sow a handful of nuts and grow your own trees as a cheaper alternative. 
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