
1

Buks Nel & Henk Griessel



First published in South Africa 2012
Copyright © 2012 Tru-Cape Fruit Marketing (Pty) Ltd

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in 
any form or by any means without written permission of the copyright holder.

Cover Design: Ian Mackie
Art direction and layout: Ian Mackie
Illustrations: Karel van Biljon

2



Buks Nel & Henk Griessel

3



Contents
PREFACE         6

INTRODUCTION        7

From the Celestial Mountains to the Mountain in the Sea         8                                       

THE JOURNEY OF THE APPLE TO AFRICA     

THE FIRST CAPE APPLES       9

THE YEARS 1652-1657        

Wijnappel         

CIRCA THE YEAR 1723       14

Kroonappel        15

Peppin d’Or or Goud-Pepping      16

Reinette doré or Reinet or Goud-Reinet     

TEN HERITAGE VARIETIES      18

THE YEARS 1893-1900       

Cleopatra        19

Cox’s Orange Pippin       22

Jonathan        25

Northern Spy        28

Ohenimuri        31

Red Astrachan        34

Rome Beauty        38

Wemmershoek        41

Winesap        44

White Winter Pearmain       46 

4



OTHER MINOR HERITAGE APPLES     51

THE YEAR 1893        

Blenheim Orange Pippin       

Canada Reinette or Reinette du Canada     52

King of Pippins        

Ribston Pippin        

Scarlet Nonpareil       53

THE YEAR 1896        

Bismarck or Prince Bismarck      

Cellini         56

Rhode Island Greening       

Sturmer Pippin        

LOCAL, ADOPTED OR MISTAKEN IDENTITY?    57

The Koo Apple        

Tjeek Apple        58

Versfeld        59

THE RETURN OF THE WIJNAPPEL     61

The Year 20..?        

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS      63

BIBLIOGRAPHY                                                     65

5



Preface
W hat a delightful privilege it is to have been asked by my colleagues to write                        
                  the foreword for this amazing book, devoted to the history of the early 
apples that formed the foundation of today’s industry. Too often we forget our heritage 
and so much is lost by way of data being destroyed or not considered to be of importance. 
Modern consumers are spoilt with a wide choice of varieties and tastes which have 
increased apple consumption worldwide, enjoyed fresh and in juices and recipes.

When a book about early Cape apples mentions Alexander the Great’s role in bringing 
the Oriental fruit to Europe, references evocative apple names such as Cleopatra, 
Wijnappel (wine), Kroonappel (crown) and the Gulden Pepping apple while quoting Jan 
van Riebeeck’s diary from 1652, you know it is going to be a cracking read.

This book by Tru-Cape’s New Cultivar Developer Buks Nel and Quality Assurance 
Manager Henk Griessel is an example of the passion and commitment these gentlemen 
have for the apple and pear industry. When we discovered how few records of apple varietals 
planted at the Cape existed, we became aware of our overwhelming responsibility to 
preserve the knowledge we have and to ensure that when future generations look back to 
this century they will have excellent records of the fruit we enjoyed. For Tru-Cape, 
apples and pears are not just a commodity we sell. For us, our growers and our customers, 
Tru-Cape fruit represents the very best practice of man working with nature to produce a 
delicious and nutritious food that will probably still be enjoyed for aeons to come. While 
Tru-Cape is at the forefront of developing new varieties that meet today’s tastes, we are 
also proud to look back. 

Please join me in enjoying this wonderful book.

Charles J Hughes
Tru-Cape Fruit Marketing (Pty) Ltd

October 2012
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Introduction
T he reason for the publication of this book lies in our deep concern for the 

preservation of the apple varieties grown in South Africa in the early days, 
and also for those grown today. It is rather sad that most of these old varieties 

have all but disappeared and that hardly any effort was or is being made to preserve 
them for future generations. Another disturbing fact is that so little has been 
recorded, especially locally, on the history of these varieties. The information in the 
following pages is based on very limited local sources and, thankfully, some more 
comprehensive foreign records. So what you will find in the following pages are the 
interesting stories connected to many early Cape apple varieties, their origin and history.

We are thankful that, in those early days, there were people like Jan van Riebeeck, first 
Governor of the Cape from 1652, who left us with meticulous notes in his diary where, 
in fact, he recorded when he picked the first apples at the Cape. Then there was the 
“predikant” (minister of religion) François Valentijn in the 1720s who made copious notes 
on horticulture at the Cape. After Valentijn there was a gap of about 180 years before our 
next great keeper of records, excellent correspondent and nurseryman, HEV Pickstone, 
appeared on the scene. Their records and some early newspaper and magazine articles 
were invaluable in our search. We hope the information in this little book will spark 
enthusiasm to record information and history about the apples grown today. We should 
never again have to find ourselves with records from only a handful of local sources.

We also trust that this will encourage readers to preserve our modern apple varieties for 
future generations by planting them in their gardens, parks and botanical gardens. Sadly, 
hardly any of the varieties recorded here are preserved locally. Please do not let this 
happen again. 

We have decided to initiate an ongoing project to ensure the re-establishment of these 
Heritage apple varieties on farms and in home gardens over the next number of years.

Our hope is that in another 350 years future generations will look back and thank us for 
recording, like Jan van Riebeeck, the first harvest of any of the number of excellent new 
varieties we have today. They will also have the privilege of walking into their own 
gardens to pick apples from a tree that was a new and successful variety in 2012.
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From the Celestial Mountains
to the Mountain in the Sea

The Journey of the Apple to Africa

T he modern apple originated in the Tien Shan Mountains or the Celestial 
Mountains between modern Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and the Xinjiang 
Uyghur Autonomous Region in Western China. In a valley of this great 

mountain range there is a city with the name of Altamy (city of apples), known previously 
as Alma Ata or translated from the Kazakh to Grandfather Apple, where apples grow 
wild in forests. These apples are regarded as the genetic source of all of today’s apples.

From the fertile heartland of central Asia, trade and travel were slow, and it was only 
during the rule of Rameses and his son Seti (the XIX Egyptian Dynasty or New Kingdom) 
that apples were recorded for the first time on the walls of the great burial chambers of 
that country.

Alexander the Great was the first of the great western conquerors to enter this apple 
region and is credited with bringing apples to Macedonia and Europe. With the demise 
of Alexander’s empire, the Romans then took this “fruit of the gods” to the corners of 
their empire. The empire included Portugal and the Netherlands.

It was the Portuguese who first took the apple to strange lands in their search of trade 
routes to the lands of spice. They must have planted the apples on St Helena Island as 
some of the valleys were known as “Apple Valley” on the maps of the old seafarers.

During the early 16th century, the world’s first multinational company, the VOC (Dutch 
United East India Company) decided to start a halfway station at the Cape of Good 
Hope. The sole purpose of this settlement was to supply ships with fresh meat, vegetables, 
wheat and, naturally, fruit to combat the effects of scurvy that decimated the poor sailors 
on their way to the spice lands and back.

After a journey of about 22 000 kilometres, here in the shadows of Table Mountain or 
Mountain in the Sea (Hoerikwaggo in the original Khoisan language), the first apple 
seeds were planted by Van Riebeeck shortly after his landing on the shores of this strange 
land with its high winds and many wild animals. 

It is then that the African history of the apple began.
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The First Cape Apples 
The Years 1652-1657

Wijnappel
J an van Riebeeck wrote in his diary on August 24, 1652 that he would plant 

some apple seeds he brought with him from the Netherlands as soon as 
the weather became warmer. It seems, then, that the first apple trees at the                           

Cape came from seeds planted by Van Riebeeck. 

Plate 1: First records of apple seeds planted by Jan van Riebeeck at the Cape on August 24, 1652.

On December 17, 1652 he wrote that he planted apple seed “zoals al eerder ook gedaan 
is” (“Which has also been done earlier”). This indicates that he had already planted some 
seeds before that, most probably in the spring of 1652, ie September or October.

Plate 2: Van Riebeeck’s record on planting of the apple seed at the Cape on December 17, 1652.
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Then on July 8, 1655 the ship De Tulp brought “enige appelbomen van St Helena naar de 
Kaap” (“Some apple trees from St Helena to the Cape”.) It seems that apple trees were 
planted on St Helena before they were brought to the Cape on July 8, 1655. 

Plate 3: The record in Van Riebeeck’s diary of the first planting of apple trees
from St Helena on July 8, 1655.

Apparently the apple and orange trees did quite well at the Cape especially after Van 
Riebeeck had a hedge planted around the Company’s Garden against the wind.

In 1656 the ship Nachtglas was again sent to St Helena and to the delight of Van Riebeeck 
returned with a further 300 apple and orange trees. 

In November of 1657 the ship Maria went to the island and returned with more apple 
and orange trees; this time 900 altogether.

Then on April 17, 1662 Van Riebeeck made this historic entry in his diary: “Heavy drizzle 
in the morning and a strong north-westerly wind blowing in from the sea. Today the first two 
ripe Dutch apples were picked in the Company’s nursery garden. They came from a little tree 
no more than 5 feet high. This type of apple is known as a Wijnappel. They weighed between 
11 and 12 loot, there being not a grain of difference in weight between the two. They had been 
growing side by side, the one touching the other, and had reached maturity.” (Note: One 
loot is equivalent to about 15 grams.) A historic day and date to be remembered by every 
South African apple grower! Deepest appreciation is due to the first Governor of the Cape 
of Good Hope for his meticulous observations and the notes in his diary. Not only did he 
make that historic entry in his diary on April 17, 1662 when he picked the first two Dutch 
apples at the Cape, but he went further and noted that it was in fact the Wijnappel – 
the first apple variety recorded in our history!

Who better to describe the first apple variety to be harvested at the Cape than Hermann 
Johann Knoop in Fructologia, of Beschrywing der Vrugtebomen en Vrugten in 1763 as 
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well as the colour drawings in Pomologia in 1758. He describes two Wijnappels 
ie the Witte and the Roode Wijnappel. As Jan van Riebeeck omitted to say which of the 
two was first, we will look at both as described by Knoop: (The poor Governor can be 
excused for this oversight as, undoubtedly, he had many other more important duties at 
the Cape!) Freely translated from Knoop’s Dutch the Roode Wijnappel is large, rather 
irregular in shape ie on the same tree one finds some flat and some lop-sided. The fruit is 
“rough” to look at, the skin smooth, the colour red, but sometimes green or yellowish on 
one side. The flesh is soft, very juicy with a good taste. It is a good-looking apple and very 
tasty when stewed. It is also suitable for making apple wine. The tree is strong and bears 
well when it gets older. The Witte Wijnappel very much resembles the shape of its red 
namesake, but is rather a whitish green. The taste is also very similar, but not as flavoursome 
and therefore of less value. It makes a good tree that is reasonably precocious.

To us what is most encouraging is that fairly recently an in-depth investigation was made 
in the Netherlands in an effort to trace some Wijnappel trees as described by Knoop. It 
was truly a “speurtog” (investigation) by Bas van Andel which took him to many old-timers 
in different parts of the Netherlands, to many orchards and many waist-deep nettle 
patches. In short, Bas van Andel has found the two remaining Witte Wijnappel trees in 
the garden of a Mr Bouman in Wijk and Aalburg between the Rhine and the Maas, but of 
the Roode Wijnappel he could so far find no trace. It would appear that the Wijnappel 
was of Dutch origin and that some of the Witte Wijnappel was still grown in the 1960s 
between the Waal (Rhine) and the Maas in the northern part of the Netherlands. 

He relates how one of the people he spoke to recalled how, during World War II, 
Wijnappels were all that stood between her and terrible hunger. We are confident that 
the Witte Wijnappel will, in the not too distant future, once again find its way to the 
Cape to take its rightful and honourable position among our Heritage varieties. But this 
time the courier will not be the ship De Tulp.

Overleaf: Plate 4: The record in the transcribed diary of Jan van Riebeeck recording the 
picking of the first apple at the Cape.
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Circa the Year 1723
Nearly 60 years later, circa 1723, we find the next mention of named apple varieties at the 
Cape. This time it came from the comprehensive notes by François Valentijn, a “predikant” 
(minister of religion) who made very accurate observations for the VOC, especially on 
the VOC’s Cape Garden. He mentions three apple varieties. He writes: “De aagtenappel 
zyn hier doorgans wel klein, doch zeer goed van smaak”. (“The aagtenappel is generally 
small but with a very good taste”). He goes on to say that “the poire de Chretien grows here 
unusually well, even better, the French say, than in their own land; but other rare French 
fruits such as the rennet, golden pippin and similar fine apples do not prosper here”. So 
we have a good idea that apart from the Wijnappel three identified apple varieties were 
present at the Cape circa 1723 ie the Aagtenappel, the Renet and the Goude Pepping. 
Friends and colleagues at the VOC in the Netherlands have identified these three apples as:

1. Aagtenappelen or Aagt (appel) (or Lichtzure appel or Kroonappel),

2. Gulden Pepping (or Peppin D’or or Goudappel) and

3. Renet or Goud-renet or Reinette D’or
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Kroonappel
Further investigation has shown that there were four Kroonappels, but it is most likely 
that the one around at the Cape in 1723 was the Kroonappel with the synonyms Fyne 
Kroon, Aagt-appel, Engelsche or Hollandsche Aagt or Lekker Beetje. This apple is from 
Holland. The Kroonappel’s fruit is described as of medium size, round, but sometimes 
lop-sided, the skin is smooth, colour is green-yellowish with pale red stripes. The flesh is 
soft, somewhat yellow with a very pleasant herby taste. It is said to be a good table apple. 
The tree is relatively large and bears well. Tracing the whereabouts of the Kroonappel 
or Aagt (appel) was very interesting though extremely sketchy, based purely on personal 
communications and a few magazine snippets.

The first time the variety is mentioned since “predikant” Valentijn noted at in the Cape 
was in May 1893 when there was some correspondence in the Agricultural Journal 
regarding an apple sent for identification under the heading “Late Bloomer” apple; “Your 
messenger who called here made a mistake in the specimens shown under this name. The 
handsome sample he submitted was the ordinary striped Aggie (note spelling), than which 
no apple is better known or universally cultivated here”...  We can reasonably assume that 
the reference is to the Aagtenappelen or Kroonappel. Then as recently as March 1916 a 
Mr CF Fourie won first prize at the Caledon Show for an exhibit of six Cape Agie (note 
spelling). Even later in February 1919 JH van der Spuy won first prize for six Achi (note 
spelling) at the Paarl show. Jan de Waal won second prize for his Achis.

After this we relied mainly on old timers’ memories. Here we are indebted to some 
Langkloof growers who can recall the “Kroontjie” apples of their youth. These apples 
were brought by their parents to hungry boys at the school “koshuis” (hostel) in 
Joubertina. One Langkloof grower at the end of the 1950s had a standard routine of 
showing visitors an apple tree behind his house. His normal line was; “Now, you that are 
so clever, what variety of apple is this?” Nobody, of course, knew. The answer, with some 
satisfaction, was always, “Can’t you see it’s the Kroontjie Appel?” There is a suspicion that 
the oldest apple tree we came across in South Africa, the one in the garden of the Baldie 
family in Misgund, could be the elusive Kroontjie. Who knows? Maybe one day we will …
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Peppin d ’Or or Goud-Pepping
The Peppin d’Or or Goud-Pepping is a small round apple with a smooth skin. On the 
tree it is greenish, but when ripe it is golden-yellow. The flesh is soft and juicy with a 
pleasant taste. It is regarded as one of the nicest apples, both for fresh eating and baking. 
We found records of it as early as 1629. Unfortunately we could find no evidence of 
the local presence of Peppin d’Or after its initial mention in 1723.

Reinette dore or Reinet or Goud-Reinet 
The Reinette doré or Reinet or Goud-Reinet  is not very large, round with a rough skin, 
brown in colour, with a hardly visible green-yellow background. Its flesh is soft with a 
nice taste when ripe. It is a good table apple. The tree is not very big, but bears well. 
The variety was known in England since the mid-1600s.We find some more recent 
evidence of the presence in South Africa of the Reinette doré when it was offered for 
sale at the Grahamstown Botanical Gardens in July 1893. After that it is not mentioned 
in the literature we cited. As far as we could ascertain it was never offered for sale or 
recommended for planting locally.
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Plate 5: Colour drawings by Herman Knoop of the Witte Wynappel, Kroonappel or Aagtappel, 
Peppin d’Or or Goud-Pepping and Reinette doré or Goud-Reinet.

                       Witte Wynappel                                                 Kroonappel or Aagtappel 

           Peppin d’Or or Goud-Pepping                                       Reinette doré or Goud-Reinet

17



Ten Heritage Varieties
The Years 1893-1900

A part from the pre-1723 apple varieties mentioned and described we 
identified ten varieties as our Heritage varieties worthy of being described 
in some detail. How does one do a selection like this? It was difficult, but 

eventually we decided that firstly these varieties should have been around locally and 
mentioned in literature, price lists or popular articles in 1900 or earlier and secondly, 
they should have been planted commercially later, or had some other influence on our 
apple industry; Thus you will find some well-known varieties not included and some 
lesser-known ones included.
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Cleopatra
This apple has many synonyms, among others Ortley, Cleo, Cleopatra, Crane’s Pippin, 
Davis White Bellflower, Oregon Ortley, Ortley Apple, Otley, Tom Woodward’s Pippin, 
White Seek-no-Further, Woolman’s Long Pippin, Van Dyne and Van Dyme.

It is an apple variety that may be quite unknown to most present-day apple growers. 
However, if one talks to the older generation of both growers and orchard-workers one 
will find that many of them remember “that big yellow apple”. Some of them will know 
exactly where the Cleopatra trees were: “We had some down in the Vlei Orchard”. We 
find that it was already known locally in 1896 when the horticulturalists Pillans and 
MacOwan described it as “a valuable export variety, suitable for dessert and kitchen. 
Greenish-yellow with a few green specks intermixed with a thin grey russet and tinged with 
brown on sunny side”. Although Cleopatra was not listed as an apple variety on HEV 
Pickstone’s order sheet of 1900, Dr Viljoen of Oak Valley in Elgin writes to Mr Pickstone 
in March 1900, requesting Cleopatra for that year. The latter replied that he would have 
pleasure in reserving for Dr Viljoen the 575 trees he had requested, and would send him 
Cleopatra if they had not sold out, otherwise he would supply him the following year 
when there would be a larger supply. So obviously the variety was in demand in those 
early years. It seems that Dr Viljoen received his Cleopatra trees because his son-in-law, 
George Rawbone, exhibited six Cleopatra apples for which he won first prize at 
the Caledon Show in 1916. Also in that same year The Rhodes Fruit Farms Ltd got the 
first prize for a dish of six Cleopatra apples at the Rosebank Show of that year. Packing 
records of Elgin Orchards show that during the 1939-40 seasons they packed 6 336 
cartons of Cleopatra for export. This puts it third after Delicious and Ohenimuri with 
12 550 and 11 838 cartons respectively.

Both South African horticulturalists and nurseryman Pickstone put Cleopatra’s origin as 
Australian. However, the evidence is fairly overwhelming that it originated in the United 
States, but was widely planted in Australia and New Zealand in the early days. So it looks 
as if it was imported to South Africa from Australia rather than the US.

It seems that the variety had its origin in the orchard of Michael Ortley in New Jersey, 
in the US. In 1817 it was described as Woolman’s Long Pippin. It was subsequently 
renamed Ortley after the man in whose orchard it was found. In 1872 its name was again 
changed, this time to Cleopatra. There is a lot of evidence that the Cleopatra apple was 
planted in Australia, especially in the Southern States, and became a favourite for fresh 
eating and cooking. It was introduced into Victoria from Tasmania. The synonyms Van 
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Dyne and Van Dyme indicate its presence in Tasmania which was originally called Van 
Diemen’s Land. There is today a wax model of the Cleopatra apple (88mm x 88mm) in 
the Victoria Museum in Australia. It was created by the museum artist Thomas McMillan 
in 1875. It is based on a specimen grown and presented by Charles Draper of Hazel 
Glen. One detects the nostalgia about Cleopatra felt by Australians when one reads that 
“when I was a child in Australia about 50 years ago in Adelaide, South Australia, there 
were two main varieties of locally-grown mid-season eating apples, ie Jonathan and the yellow, 
light-fleshed juicy Cleopatra, which was my favourite. It has long disappeared and I miss it”.

Although there must have been a good reason why this apple’s name was changed to 
Cleopatra, we could not find any concrete reason. Maybe it had something to do with 
Cleopatra Queen of Egypt’s love for good food. For example she often served stuffed 
pigeon with seasonal vegetables and her guests often opened their meal with fava bean 
soup followed by game or mutton. Fish from the Nile featured frequently on her menu. 
Desserts consisted of delicious cakes made from figs and nuts, covered with honey. Good 
Greek wines and beer refreshed their palates. Legend has it that to show her power she 
made a bet with her lover Mark Anthony that she could spend 10 million sesterces on one 
meal. She promptly ordered the servants to place in front of her a single vessel containing 
vinegar. She took off one earring and dropped the pearl into the vinegar, and when it was 
dissolved she swallowed it (Pliny the Elder 23-79 AD). More likely the apple took her 
name because of her exceptional beauty and charm, for as Cassius Dio put it “She was a 
woman of surpassing beauty, and at that time, when she was in the prime of her youth, she 
was most striking. She also possessed a charming voice and a knowledge of how to make 
herself agreeable to everyone”.

So, despite the fact that the Cleopatra apple was never produced in large volumes, 
it deserves to be named among South African Heritage apples because of its very early 
arrival here, the fond memories old-timers have of it and its continued mention from the 
1890s until into the 1940s.
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Plate 6: Cleopatra.
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Cox’s Orange Pippin
One reference we cited said this favourite apple of the English had no synonyms! They 
certainly did not have the National Apple Register of the United Kingdom at hand, 
which gave at least 60 other names. For lack of space we will only mention a few: 
Apelsinnyi rennet, Aranciata di Cox, Cos Orange, Cox’s Orange, Co’s Orangen Pippin, 
Cox’s Orange Pepping, Cox’s Orange-Peppeling, Koksova oranjeva reneta, Verbesserte 
Muscat Reinette and finally simply Cox.

This English apple was among the earliest recorded apple varieties in South Africa. It 
was mentioned as a sought-after fruit in the Agricultural Journal of Thursday January 
26, 1893 and was among the apple trees for sale at the Grahamstown Botanical 
Gardens in July of the same year. It was listed in HEV Pickstone’s Catalogue of Fruit 
Trees of 1895 and recommended for planting by horticulturalist Davis in 1928. It must 
have been a slow starter with growers because there is no record of any plantings in 
the official 1927 and even the 1950 apple tree surveys. However in 1973 it reached the 
official “apple charts” at 0.7% of the total apple plantings. It was a favourite in the Ceres 
Witzenberg and the Bo-Langkloof with 1.7% and 1.4% respectively. A typical larger Elgin 
farm showed they only exported 22 cartons of Cox in 1930 compared with their main 
variety Ohenimuri at 3 664 cartons. Ten years later their packing records showed 2 717 
cartons of Cox compared with 11 838 cartons of Ohenimuri, 4 443 of Golden Delicious 
and 33 911 of Granny Smith.

Despite its very limited local plantings with a small peak in the 1940s-1960s it certainly 
left an indelible impression both positive and negative with the early consumers and 
growers. A positive was its taste, “considered to be the richest-flavoured of all English 
apples”. Davis describes it as “one of the finest of all dessert apples. Colour is golden, with red 
blush. Exquisite flavour, crisp texture and a good keeper with medium-sized fruit. Ripens 
about mid-season”. Local growers struggled to grow the Cox successfully. Fruit finish was 
poor ie russeting and especially cracking. But what eventually killed it was its susceptibility 
to bitterpit. So the Cox is not a variety for the warmer climates of the apple-producing 
world. Nowhere was it produced more successfully than in its home country, England. 
The Cox has totally disappeared from the local scene, with only a few branches bearing 
fruit on trees grafted to newer varieties. And of course, as with other Heritage varieties, 
we are reminded of its former presence by orchards called, “The Cox Orchard”, now 
planted to new varieties.

The Cox’s Orange Pippin got its name from its founder Richard Cox. He was a retired 
brewer and horticulturalist and found the variety as a seedling of  Ribston Pippin, crossed 
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Plate 7: Cox’s Orange Pippin.
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possibly with Blenheim Orange in 1825 at Colnbrook in Buckinghamshire in England. It 
was introduced for sale in 1850 by Mr Charles Turner and grown commercially from the 
1860s. After that it found its way to many of the apple-growing countries of the world, 
especially those with colder climates. It is still a major variety in England. Over the years 
many superior mutations of Cox, especially in colour, were found, such as Cherry Cox, 
Crimson Cox, Queen Cox and King Cox. It was also extensively used in breeding 
programmes. Cox’s Orange Pippin has, over many years, had a ready market in the United 
Kingdom. There is no question that it would have become a significant apple variety with 
our local growers had it not been for its production problems. 

To the Englishman Cox’s Orange Pippin is as English as flat beer and pork pie!
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Jonathan
The synonyms for many apple varieties often give an indication of their worldwide 
distribution. Jonathan is no exception with names like Djonathan, Dzhonatan, Džónetn, 
Esopus, Spitzenberg, Johanathan, King Philip, King Philipp, Philipp Rick, Philip Rick, 
Pomme Jonathan, Ulster, and Ulster Seedling.

The Jonathan apple has been present in South Africa since the end of the 1800s, as it was 
recommended by the horticulturalists MacOwan and Pillans in 1896 and was available 
on nurseryman HEV Pickstone’s Catalogue of Fruit Trees in 1895. Like so many South 
African apples Jonathan was imported by Mr Pickstone, certainly before 1895. It was 
not mentioned on an official list of South African apples in 1893, thus it must have been 
imported between that date and 1895.

Although Jonathan was not included in Dr Viljoen of Elgin’s first tree order from Pick-
stone’s Nursery in Groot Drakenstein in 1900, the following letter dated March 19, 1900 
from Dr Viljoen to Mr Pickstone makes interesting reading: “The trees that I had from 
you, 1 700 in all, proved satisfactory, the only losses have been mainly due to flooding in the 
winter season. Five pear trees left in the open veldt by mistake for 14 days and then planted 
have all rooted. Please reserve for me 300 late apples (Then he mentions the varieties he 
received the previous year). If you have any Cleopatra in stock I would like 100 of them. 
The rest I leave to your good judgement.” On July 16, 1900 the order was delivered and the 
account sent to him on July 17 and 19 showed:
100 Jonathan
100 Ohenimuri
75 Scarlet Nonpareil

Obviously the 100 Jonathan apple trees were selected by Mr Pickstone according to his 
“good judgement” as requested.

Jonathan, although widely planted in the world, never became a significant variety in 
South Africa despite the fact that it was promoted as one of the finest early dessert 
apples in the South African Fruit Journal of 1916. We also see that it was being 
recommended by an unnamed grower as a very good variety for the Vereeniging District 
as early as 1916. Jonathan apples were on exhibit at the Caledon Show in March 1916 
where G Rawbone won first prize for six Jonathan apples. G Ritter came second. On 
the Paarl Show of that same year MS Louw got first prize and Theron Bros second for 
an exhibit of six Jonathan apples. For some reason no Jonathans were on exhibit on the 
major Rosebank show of that year.
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In an apple survey in 1927, it was not mentioned as one of the planted varieties. However 
in 1950 it constituted just less than 1% of all apples planted locally. In 1964 it was still just 
over 1% but in 1972 this had declined to 0.6%. The variety was never as popular in Elgin 
as in Ceres and the Langkloof. We also see that pomologists at that time were pessimistic 
about its future and today hardly a tree of this variety is to be found locally.

There are two theories about the origin of the Jonathan apple. One is that it was first 
grown by Rachel Negus Higley: Mrs Higley gathered seeds from the local cider mill in 
Connecticut in the US before the family journeyed to Ohio in 1804 where she planted 
them. She continued to cultivate her orchard with care and named the resulting variety 
after her husband Jonathan Higley. The other theory is that it originated from an Esopus 
Spitzenberg seedling in 1826 on the farm of Philip Rick in Woodstock, Ulster County, 
New York. Although it may originally have been called the “Rick” apple, it was soon 
renamed by Judge Buel, President of the Albany Horticultural Society, after Jonathan 
Hasbrouck, who discovered the apple and brought it to Buel’s attention. From its 
synonyms, the second version of its history seems to be the more credible. Interesting is 
that Esopus Spitzenberg, the apple whose seed might have given rise to Jonathan, is an 
18th century American apple discovered near Esopus New York and was the favourite 
apple of the American President Thomas Jefferson.

Well-known descendants of Jonathan are Jonagold, Rubinstar, Idared, Melrose, Undine, 
Akane and the scab-resistant variety Florina.

Jonathan can be described as an early mid-season variety, stripey red, juicy and of mild 
to tart taste. Descriptions of early horticulturists are always interesting. 

Here is how Dr Robert Hogg described Jonathan in 1851: “Jonathan is a very beautiful 
dessert apple, and its great beauty, good flavour, vigorous growth and productiveness unite 
to recommend it to orchard planters. Fruit of medium size. Skin thin and smooth, the ground 
clear light yellow and nearly covered by lively red stripes, deepening into brilliant or dark red 
in the sun. The flesh is white.” A more local description is given by the horticulturist Davis 
in 1928: “A good bearer. At one time very largely planted in South Africa, now somewhat out 
of favour. Excellent flavour, medium size. Colour varies much with locality in South Africa, 
fruit grown on the Highveld being often of such a dark red as to approach blackness. In the 
south it is lighter in colour and has more stripes. Splendid keeper. Ripens February to March.”

What can we say about the Jonathan apple which, within 100 years of its discovery, became 
the sixth-best-selling apple in the US and the most popular apple in Michigan, that it 
made but a tiny blip on the historical apple radar of South Africa and then disappeared? 
Its legacy in its progeny, however, is indelible.
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Plate 8: Jonathan.
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Northern Spy
Here in South Africa the name Northern Spy is virtually unknown. Synonyms like King 
Apple, King’s Apple, Severnui, Razvedchik, Severnui Shpion, Spaeher des Nordens and 
Späder des Nordens are even more foreign. To make us more comfortable the name Spy 
is thrown in for good measure.

It is one of the earliest apple varieties mentioned by name in South Africa. It was certainly 
recommended by horticulturalists MacOwan and Pillans in 1896. However, as early as 
1893 it was mentioned as “One of the apples that meets the readiest sale in London”, by 
the Agricultural Journal, Thursday, January 26, 1893. The article continues: “They must 
be carefully picked and handled, and only choice fruit, evenly graded, must be sent.” 
It also recommends “that each apple be rolled in tissue paper and packed in deal boxes 
of a size to hold 40lbs”. An indication of the price expected for such fruit is also 
given, “really first-grade fruit in good condition may be expected to realise six to twelve 
shillings per box”. Later evidence of its local presence is the fact that it was listed in HEV 
Pickstone’s Catalogue of Fruit Trees of 1895 and it is well-described by the fruit expert 
Davis in 1928.

The Northern Spy apple originated in a seedling orchard in East Broomfield, New York. 
This orchard was planted by Herman Chapin with seedling trees grown from seeds 
brought from Salisbury, Connecticut, in about 1800. Sprouts from the original tree were 
planted by Roswell Humphrey and he produced the first fruit of the variety, as the original 
tree died before it bore fruit. In 1847 nine of Humphrey’s trees were still alive. In 1852 
it was recognised by the American Pomological Society as being worthy of general 
cultivation.

How Northern Spy got that name is open to speculation. Normally one gets a hint from 
the synonyms, but not with this apple. There is however, a possible clue in that it was 
originally called Northern Pie Apple, and that Northern Spy could be a corruption of 
that name.

In its native country it was regarded as the premium apple for apple pie.

The Northern Spy apple features in the poem by Edgar Lee Masters “Conrad Siever”, 
certainly not the first apple to be used in verse. Here follows an excerpt:
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“But here under the apple tree I loved and watched and pruned, 
with gnarled hands.
 In the long, long years
 Here under the roots of this Northern-spy
 I move in the chemic change and circle of life,
 Into the soil and into the flesh of the tree,
 And into the living epitaphs of redder apples”

Although “The Spy” became the third most popular variety in the US by the early 1900s 
it never featured significantly in our local apple plantings. Davis in 1928 described it as a 
yellow-fleshed, juicy, crisp aromatic apple. Its clear yellow skin is covered with a reddish 
blush, slightly striped and mottled with a thin bloom. It ripens in March. It had many 
negatives though, including lots of bitterpit, alternate bearing and even taking as long as 
10 years before it came into bearing. No wonder its popularity as a variety, both in the 
US and locally, declined rapidly.

But the Northern Spy apple did not find its way on to the list of South African Heritage 
apple varieties for its culinary quality. It remained popular because of its exceptional 
horticultural qualities, of which its resistance to the dreaded Woolly Apple Aphid is 
paramount. This insect lives on and attacks and damages the roots of apple trees. In summer 
it moves from the roots on to the above-ground parts of the tree and does its damage on 
both shoots and fruit. And this is where our Northern Spy comes in. Soon growers found 
that using the resistant Spy as a rootstock for commercial apple varieties would, to a large 
extent, eliminate damage by this insect.

But the role of Northern Spy did not stop there. Soon it was realised that it could be 
used in breeding other Woolly Apple Aphid-resistant rootstocks. In particular the plant 
breeders at the East Malling Research Station in England bred a whole range of resistant 
apple rootstocks over the years, many of them to be found in today’s South African apple 
orchards. In 1931 they crossed Northern Spy with the M2 rootstock which produced the 
MM109, a resistant, vigorous rootstock found in many local orchards.  In the following 
year the cross between Northern Spy and the M1 rootstock resulted in the medium-
vigour resistant rootstock MM106. 

A more recent cross with the dwarfing rootstock M27 gave the medium-vigour resistant 
rootstock M116. And of course, Merton 793, for many years the most popular rootstock in 
our apple industry, was bred from a cross of Northern Spy and M2 in the 1920s. Merton 793 
was also used in 1932 in a cross with Northern Spy resulting in the resistant rootstock MM111.
So the role the Northern Spy apple, as a rootstock, in our South African apple industry is 
immeasurable. We salute you, humble Pie Apple!
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Ohenimuri
This variety has the following synonyms among others: Dunn’s Seedling, Dunns, Dunn’s 
Favourite, Monroe’s Favourite, Munroe’s Favourite, Ohinemuri, Chenimuri.

Its history starts in Australia on April 1, 1838 with the arrival of the ship “Moffat 2’s” in 
Van Dieman’s Land (Tasmania) with 400 male prisoners on board. One of these convicts 
was Samuel Knowles. He had been found guilty of stealing “one lamb of the price of ten 
shillings…” and was sentenced to be transported to Australia for the term of his natural 
life! As a convict he was assigned, among others, to build a causeway out across a river. 
He seems to have been mischievous by nature, as some of these notes on his doings prove:

26 September 1843 : Misconduct, 3 days in solitary confinement
11 March 1844  : Drunk, 6 days in solitary confinement
3 October 1845  : Absent without leave, 4 months hard labour
11 April 1846  : Absent without leave, 3 months hard labour

And finally the last record of Samuel Knowles’ convict report states 

17 April 1846  :   Absent

He fled to South Australia and changed his name to Samuel Dunn. He later married 
18-year-old Mary who was one of 195 “Irish Orphan girls”. Sam purchased land from 
the government and started farming in the Amherst area. This he and his wife did for the 
next half-century. Part of this property was an apple orchard, known as Dunn’s Garden. 
Here Samuel grew an apple tree from seed and called it Dunn’s Seedling or, as we also 
know it in South Africa, Ohenimuri. A certain Mr Munroe took it to Victoria where it 
was known as Munroe’s Favourite. Round about 1916 the Pomological Committee of 
Australia changed its name to Dunn’s Favourite. It then found its way across the Tasman 
to New Zealand. 

The synonym Ohinemuri comes from a Maori legend of a happening at Turner’s Hill 
during the Maori War. The area was occupied by a sub-tribe which, because of its lack of 
strength, lived in peace with its neighbours. Then this tribe was invaded by an opposing tribe 
which had no problem in making all its inhabitants flee. All, that is, except the chief’s 
daughter who was away gathering herbs at the time. 

On her return she saw the enemies and of course ran away. A dragon (Taniwha), who 
lived in a cave that ran from the top of the hill to the river below, took pity on her, let her 
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inside his cave and blocked the entrance with a large rock. There they stayed until the 
old chief returned and drove the intruders away. The dragon (who in the meantime had 
fallen in love with the maiden) disappeared and was never seen again and as far as we 
know was the last of his kind to inhabit the river, which was given the name Ohinemuri, 
which means “the maid who was left behind”.

It is believed that the well-known nurseryman of the late 1800s and early 1900s, HEV 
Pickstone, brought it to South Africa from New Zealand before the turn of the century. 
Here, as mentioned, it was called Ohenimuri (note the different spelling from the New 
Zealand Ohinemuri), and of course Dunn’s Seedling. Mr Pickstone’s Order Form of 
1900 lists it as Ohenimuri and this is the year when Dr Antonie Viljoen of Oak Valley in 
Elgin ordered 100 trees of this variety. He paid one shilling and six pence for first-size 
trees and one shilling for second-size trees. The variety obviously caught on, because the 
first apple trees that the apple pioneer Miss Kathleen Murray, also from Elgin, planted in 
1915 were 350 Ohenimuris. In 1927 the area planted to this variety in the Western Cape 
was 19% of the total (second after Wemmershoek). The heyday of the Ohenimuri was 
certainly in the 1950s when it constituted 28% of all apples. In 1929 packing records of 
the farm Elgin Orchards shows that they packed 3 373 cartons of Ohenimuri.

The apple’s excellent eating and stewing qualities were well-known with its good sugar/
acid balance and crisp and juicy texture. The Ohenimuri’s pale-yellow skin often shows 
a pink blush and it ripens mid-season. The russet around the stem-end is characteristic 
of the “Ou Hennie”. 

Old-timers still long for the South African Ohenimuri or Dunn’s Seedling as this on-line 
request demonstrates. “Where can I get South African Dunn’s Seedling apples in the UK? 
I have not seen them since the apartheid struggle stopped trade between our countries. 
Apartheid is over, where are the apples?”

Today there are very few trees left. The “Convict’s Apple” or “The Hennie”, as the local 
pickers affectionately called it, has all-but disappeared. The variety will however be 
honoured in our list of Heritage varieties.
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Plate 10: Ohenimuri.
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Red Astrachan
This apple variety most probably has more synonyms than most. These range from 
lovely-sounding names such as Astrakan, Astrakhan, Red Astrakan, Astrakan Rouge, 
Roode Astrachaner, Astrahanskoe Krasnoe, Oliwka Krasnaya, Oliwka czerwona to the 
less imaginative ones such as Abe Lincoln, American Red, Red Ashmore and Waterloo. 
Nearly 100 of them! If one reads through the list of synonyms one gets an idea of the 
very wide distribution of Red Astrachan. Here in South Africa an early spelling was Red 
Astrakhan which was later changed to Red Astrachan.

Records of its history in South Africa are virtually non-existent. However it was 
recommended in Eustace Pillans’ booklet on Practical Orchard Work at the Cape in 
1896. Growers could also order it from HEV Pickstone’s Catalogue of Fruit Trees as 
early as in 1895. Despite the above we could find no record of Red Astrachan ever being 
planted commercially in South Africa.

What then makes this variety so special as to be included among the local Heritage apple 
varieties? We believe that although it might not have been a great commercial variety 
locally, it could have been responsible for giving us some of our own local Colonial or 
Cape seedlings. One gets a glimpse of this when one reads in 1896 the following about 
the Wemmershoek Apple; “a valuable late apple, probably a Cape seedling, resembles 
Astrakhan, but of far finer flavour”. We do have records of a very old Wemmershoek 
tree in 1890, and if this variety had indeed got Red Astrachan “in its blood” we can 
assume that the latter has been about, locally, for a long time. A second hint on its 
early whereabouts in South Africa is when Pillans writes in 1896: “Choice apples of the 
very best sort are only to be found in a few amateurs’ gardens and rarely appear on the 
market. Those most commonly seen appear to be bastard seedlings of the Red Astrakhan 
or some similar sort and have passed through many stages of degeneration.”  We like to 
believe that there is more than an outside chance that some of the true Cape seedlings of 
a century ago might have had Red Astrachan genes in their make-up. 

How the first Red Astrachan arrived in South Africa remains a mystery, however. Although 
scanty, its history was better-documented in other parts of the world. The apple was 
imported from Sweden into England in 1816 by William Atkinson (some sources say it had 
already fruited in 1816). It was one of the first of the Russian apples imported into America 
round about 1835 and was planted throughout the apple-growing areas of that country.

But let us trace it back to its country of origin, Russia. We can assume that it got its 
name from the city Astrakhan in Southern European Russia. It lies on the left bank
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Plate 11: Red Astrachan.
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of the Volga River near the Volga Delta where it flows into the Caspian Sea. This city 
was first mentioned by travellers in the early 13th century as Aacitarxan. Its history 
included being burnt down by Tamerlane in 1395, conquered by Ivan the Terrible 
and besieged by the Cossack Ottoman Army. In the 17th century it was developed as 
the Russian gateway to the Orient. In 1941, during the German invasion, Astrakhan 
was one of two or three cities that the Germans failed to capture. It is easy to see why 
Red Astrachan originated from that part of the world when William Tooke wrote 
in 1801 that “all the villages have their orchards, or more properly apple gardens. 
All the kinds of apples growing here are originally from Astrakhan…” The climate is 
also perfect for apple-growing. Average high during summer (June) is 29.1°C and 
the average high in winter (December) is a chilly 1.3°C. Annual rainfall is 222mm.

One can imagine that Red Astrachan was grown in many countries after leaving its place 
of birth. However, the one that we have a particular interest in is Sweden. How it got to 
that country we do not know. We do know though, as mentioned earlier, that it found its 
way from Sweden to England in about 1816 and from there to the US and, very probably, 
also to South Africa.

There is certainly evidence that Red Astrachan was a well-known apple variety in Sweden 
if we look at the story of Kristina Nilson: During the mid-19th century poverty drove 
many Swedes to the US. In Vilhelm Moberg’s four-novel suite “The Emigrants”, he uses 
apples symbolically. 

It describes how Karl Oskar Nilsson and his wife Kristina leave Smiland for a new home 
in Minnesota. Kristina, however, never stops longing for Sweden. She lies awake at night 
and remembers: 

“Against the evening sky the young Astrachan apple tree stood out clearly – she had planted 
it herself… Each autumn she had dug around the little tree. It had carried its first apples 
the last fall they were at home – big juicy apples with transparent skin; how many times she 
had gone out just to look at the apples; how delicious they had been” (Unto a Good Land, 
Moberg). Her husband Oskar then grows an Astrachan tree in the US, but it does not bear 
fruit until Kristina is on her deathbed. He brings her the first ripe apple, which she is barely 
strong enough to taste; “It’s an Astrachan..!” she breathes. “Our apples are ripe. I’m home.” 
These are her final words and the apple falls to the floor. (The last letter home, Moberg). 
A sad, maybe too melodramatic, but still touching story. And it is fitting that in Moberg’s 
novel the Astrachan is the apple of choice.

Red Astrachan is an early-season apple. It is medium in size; roundish-oblate in shape. 
The skin is a very pale yellow and cream. It is marked with splashes and stripes of bright red. 

36



Sometimes the fruit can be solid red. When fully ripe the white flesh can be streaked with 
red. It is of average eating quality, ie sub-acid and moderately crunchy. It is best eaten 
soon after harvest as it does not store well. It is described as an excellent pie apple. In 
South Africa it matures between Christmas and New Year. Locally the Red Astrachan 
disappeared many decades ago. Not even old-timers remember or know the variety. 
Because of the reasons we mentioned, ie that various Cape seedling apples could have 
been its offspring, we believe it should be honoured as a South African Heritage variety.
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Rome Beauty
Perhaps Rome Beauty does not boast as many synonyms as some other apples. Names 
such as Rome, Gillet’s Seedling, Foust’s Rome Beauty, Phoenix, Royal Red, Starbuck and 
Roman Beauty are among the most commonly found in literature. However, it is also 
accredited with a few unusual names such as Mussolinie apfel, Pomme de Romagne, 
Rimskaia Krasavita and Ròma Szépe. The origin of Rome Beauty seems to have no direct 
link to the great Italian capital.

Rome Beauty was certainly present in South Africa towards the end of the 1800s as it was 
one of the apple varieties recommended by the horticulturists MacOwan and Pillans in 
1896. It was one of the nurseryman HEV Pickstone’s apple imports and he lists it in his 
Catalogue of Fruit Trees for the season 1895. After that it is mentioned in many local 
references. The local horticulturist of the 1920s, Davis, was quite keen on the variety. He 
said it was “one of the most popular apples in South Africa and widely distributed over all 
the apple-growing districts. Does well everywhere. An excellent keeper and good for export”. 
In the January edition of the 1916 South African Fruit Journal, Pickstone Nurseries 
had a full-page advertisement for Rome Beauty, Ohenimuri, Jonathan, White Winter 
Pearmain and Versfeld. In March of that same year George Rawbone of Elgin won first 
prize for his exhibit of six Rome Beauty apples at the Caledon Show. Second prize went to 
Mr AS Roux. In a selection for the Highveldt “Mr Eastwood, grower to the Hon WA Martin” 
recommends Rome Beauty among others, commenting that it is “very prolific, keeps well 
and always gets the best prices through the winter”. He also recommends it for export.

As with many apple varieties, there is more than one version of the history of Rome 
Beauty. One thing however, that all versions have in common is that Joël Gillett and his 
son Allanson were the “founders” of Rome Beauty in the US. One story goes that Joël 
Gillett, who was a strong Federalist, brought with him from Marietta some apple tree 
sprouts. He gave one of them, a runt, to his son Allanson, saying “here, you have this 
Democrat”. From this sprout he started a new variety called Gillett’s Seedling. 

Another version has it that Joël Gillett, Gillette or Gillet encountered a seedling tree in a 
shipment of trees he had received from a nursery that did not match the rest of the trees 
he ordered. He gave it to his son Allanson who chose to plant it on the banks of the Ohio 
River in 1817. Several years later the tree was found, still alive and bearing deep red, 
slightly glossy fruit. His cousin Horatio Nelson Gillett, taking the initiative, took cuttings 
of the young tree and started a small nursery of the apple called Gillett Seedling.

A decade or two after it was discovered, the apple was renamed Rome Beauty after the 
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Plate 12: Rome Beauty.
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township (Rome Township) it originated from. The town of Proctorville on the banks of 
the Ohio River calls itself the “Home of the Rome Beauty Apple”. A number of other 
versions of the story are told, one saying that Joël Gillett was considered to be one of 
the first white men to settle in the level bottom land by the Ohio river, which was called 
Rome Township. There is in fact a statue in Lawrence County commemorating the 
origin of the Rome Beauty apple, and the farm where the apple was first produced is on 
the county’s historical map.

Rome Beauty is one of the few apples that was listed before the 20th century in South 
Africa and that was planted widely and in relatively significant numbers. In 1927, 5% of 
all apples planted were Rome Beauty and this figure stayed constant until 1950. Interesting 
was the popularity of the variety in the main local apple-growing areas. For example, in 
1964 in the Elgin area it was really insignificant, at less than 0.2% of the apple area while 
in Ceres the figure was over 8% and in the Langkloof just over 1%. Soon after that 
plantings of the variety declined rapidly and there is now hardly a single tree to be found.

Maybe it is fitting to let the man who imported this late-season apple at the end of the 
1900s, Mr HEV Pickstone, describe it to us as he saw it in 1920. He says “An American 
winter dessert apple of great excellence, held in high esteem in the United States and also 
in Australia… A moderate grower and late bloomer. Fruit large, roundish, yellow shaded 
and striped with bright red and sprinkled with light dots. Flesh yellow, tender, juicy and 
sub-acid. Stores well. Cannot be too highly recommended, especially for High Veld”. Rome 
Beauty, although described as “a runt” by its founder, found a home all over the world. 
Here in South Africa it was widely planted but never in large quantities.
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Wemmershoek
The Wemmershoek never boasted as many synonyms as we find with most apple 
varieties. During its time as one of the main actors on the South African fruit stage it 
had only one, Late Bloomer. Once only, another two names were mentioned. That was 
in July 1893 when it was offered for sale at the Grahamstown Botanical Gardens as “Late 
Bloomer” or “Hugo”. However, most references show Hugo as a different variety.

Both its place of origin and names are shrouded in mystery. Old-timers tell us the Late 
Bloomer got its name because it blossomed very late. Apparently it was one of the few 
apple varieties that did not need cross-pollination and was said to be blight-proof ie 
Woolly Apple Aphid resistant. Some information from the early 1900s also shows that 
it had very little problem with the fruit disorder bitterpit. A Mr Dicey, Manager of the 
Cape Fruit Company, wrote: “I have bought many thousands of bushels of this apple 
(Wemmershoek), grown in this valley and from all parts of the Western Province, and I 
have discovered so little bitterpit in them that I look upon them as practically immune.” 
However, IB Pole Evans in 1909 shed some light on the possible origin when he says “the 
Wemmershoek apple is said to have arisen from seed grown on the farm Wemmershoek of 
the late Johannes Haumann of French Hoek in the Paarl district over a hundred years ago. 
The original tree, I understand, is still standing there today and is propagated by inlayers”. 
It is highly likely that the area of Wemmershoek took its name from one of its early settlers, 
a man called Wemmer Pasman, who bought 60 morgen of the Winterhoek from its first 
owner, Pierre Roux, in 1696. He also acquired another farm, La Roque, from Louis 
Barret in the same year. It remained a fruit-growing area until the Wemmershoek Dam 
was built in 1957. The dam now covers the entire Wemmershoek farm land. Under this 
mass of water, we think, lies more of the secret of the origin of the Wemmershoek apple.

It is fairly well-established that it is a genuine Cape seedling or Colonial apple. This means 
that it grew from an apple seed that was either sown or germinated by chance. Nowadays 
we call these “chance seedlings”. For seedlings to “happen” there had to be apples and apple 
seed about. We will never know from which apple variety our Wemmershoek germinated, 
but in the manual of Practical Orchard Work at the Cape by MacOwan and Pillans in 
1896 they recommend it and describe it as “a Cape Seedling, hardy and prolific; resembles 
Astrakan, but a far finer flavour”. 

We do know that this Russian variety was one of the early apples at the Cape. Could it 
have been a Red Astrakan seed that gave us Wemmershoek? In the early days it was often 
confused with other apple varieties. In the Agricultural Journal of May 4, 1893 under 
The Late Bloomer Apple we read “Messrs G Bros: Your messenger who called here made 
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a mistake in the specimens shown under this name. The handsome sample he submitted 
was the ordinary striped Aggie, than which no apple is better known or more universally 
cultivated here. But your sample sent last week by rail under the same name is one of 
those known as ‘Hugo’ of which there are many seedling varieties”.

In the Western Cape it was always known as Wemmershoek, while in the Eastern Cape 
it went under the name of Late Bloomer. Although it was generally accepted that it was 
the same variety, the “Eastern growers contend theirs is a superior fruit”. A Mr Gowie of 
Grahamstown attributed this to the climate, soil and general environmental conditions. 
The same Mr Gowie remembers an old Wemmershoek tree in the Botanical Garden in 
Grahamstown in 1890. This being so we can reasonably assume the variety was certainly 
around by the mid 1800s.

It grew in popularity during the late 1800s and the early 1900s. As mentioned it was 
officially recommended for planting as early as 1896 and earlier. It was not present in 
nurseryman HEV Pickstone’s Order Sheet for fruit trees in 1900, but he certainly had 
trees available in 1920 and added “but we consider (it) of secondary quality; pays well, 
however”. Wemmershoek was heavily planted and the fruit census of 1927 showed it 
to be the most-planted apple variety in the country, when 26% of all apples were 
Wemmershoek. Already as early as 1916, at The Rosebank Show, Mr WH Lategan won 
first prize for his exhibit of a dish of six Wemmershoek apples. Mr J D’Urban Cloete won 
second prize.

The following quotation from Fruit Growing in South Africa bears testimony to its 
popularity: “A healthy, vigorous grower in good soils and when properly pruned. Fruits 
are roundish and of dark red colour completely covered with a distinct bluish-white bloom. 
Quality second rate. Excellent bearer of good and regular crops, good keeper, and may be 
sent all over the world.” Old-timers simply remember it as “that small red apple”. With 
the advent of new superior imported apple varieties its popularity declined and by 1950 
it had gone down to only 2% of all apples planted.

Wemmershoek is a truly great South African seedling. It occupied centre stage for more 
than just a brief moment. But, alas, it has disappeared totally from our orchards. 
However, it is another “extinct” variety that will live on in our list of Heritage varieties.
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Plate 13: Wemmershoek.
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Winesap
The variety Winesap has a host of synonyms of which we will mention but a few. These 
are American Wine Sop, American Winesop, Banana, Henrick’s Sweet, Holland’s Red 
Winter, Pot Pie Apple, Red Sweet Wine Sop, Royal Red, Royal Red of Kentucky, Texan 
Red Wine Sap, Winesop, and Winter Winesap.

It was certainly in South Africa as early as 1893 when it was listed as one of the apple 
varieties for sale at the Grahamstown Botanical Gardens. It was also listed in HEV 
Pickstone’s Order Sheet of 1895. 

Like so many South African apple varieties Winesap also originated in the United States. 
Having been listed by Pickstone in 1895 it is highly likely that it was one of his imports. 
Coxe described it as early as 1817 as “the most favoured cider fruit in West Jersey”. From 
this fact many writers put West Jersey as a possible region of its origin. Unfortunately not 
much else is known about the origin of this apple which was once described as “one of the 
oldest apples grown in North America and at one time among the most popular”. There is, 
however, speculation that it originated from grafting-wood or seeds brought by ships 
from Northern Europe or England to New Jersey or Maryland before the Revolutionary 
War. On the other hand, millions of apple seeds were planted in North America from 
1650 to about 1880, and Winesap could be from one of those seedlings.

Many examples of its popularity in the US are found in literature. By 1893 more than 70 
nurseries in that country had it for sale. Their catalogues described it as “the finest apple 
that grows in America. If we were setting out an orchard of a thousand trees, eight hundred 
of them would be Winesaps!! (South Carolina 1845)”.

Here in South Africa it never became popular, with very limited plantings. Records show 
that it constituted only 0.7% of local apple plantings in 1950. It has now totally disappeared 
from our local apple orchards. Evidence of its earlier presence is only found in names, 
such as “The Winesap orchard” of some orchards now planted with newer varieties.

It stores well, and is a deep glossy red, overlaid with purple stripes. The flesh is crisp and 
firm with a tart, rich and wine-like flavour. The latter might give us a hint of the origin 
of its name. In South Africa it ripened in March-April and kept well. Locally, in 1928, 
Davis described it as a regular bearer of medium-sized fruit. The Winesap has never been 
a popular variety with South African apple growers, despite its most enticing name...
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Plate 14: Winesap.
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White Winter Pearmain
Here in South Africa this variety officially went under the name of White Winter Pearmain. 
On local apple farms however, the names Pearmain and Winter Pearmain were commonly 
used. The authoritative National Apple Register of the United Kingdom lists the following 
synonyms: Cambellite, Campbellite, Camplellite, Pearmain Blanche d’ Hiver, Pearmain 
d’ Hiver Blanche, White Pearmain, Winter White Pearmain. Just to conclude with the 
above will, however, miss out the total confusion regarding this variety’s origin and 
especially its name or names. As a general statement one can say the confusion has its 
origin with the name Pearmain, which refers to pear-shaped apples. Some references 
list at least 60 synonyms (or names) under Pearmain. To add to the confusion, mention 
is made of Pearmain d’ Automne (Autumn Pearmain) and Pearmain d’été (Summer 
Pearmain). 

In 1851 the English pomologist, Dr Hogg, tried to shed some light on the origin and name 
of the Pearmain. Under the heading “Winter Pearmain”, he writes: “This, I believe, is the 
oldest English apple on record. It is noticed as being cultivated in Norfolk as early as the year 
1200. In Blomefield’s History of Norfolk, there is mention of a tenure in that county by 
petty searjantry, and an annual payment of two hundred Pearmains, and four hogsheads of 
cider of Pearmains into the Exchequer at the feast of St Michael. It is the origin of all 
the Pearmains, a name now applied to a great variety of apples.” Dr Hogg also tries to delve 
into the origin of the word Pearmain when he says: “The early forms in which it was written 
will be seen from the synonyms Pearemain and Peare-maine. (Now, in some early historical 
works, I have seen Charlemagne written Charlemaine, the last portion of the word having the 
same termination as Pearmaine.) Now, Charlemagne being derived from Carolus magnus, 
there is every probability that Pearemain is derived from Pyrus magnus. The signification 
therefore of Pearmain is the ‘Great Pear Apple’ in allusion no doubt to the varieties known by 
that name, bearing a resemblance to the form of a pear.” Whether Dr Hogg’s explanation is 
credible or not, it is among the better ones we came across.

Coming back to the White Winter Pearmain as we know it, we find that it was first 
recorded in 1849 and probably originated in the Eastern United States. There is a lovely 
story about the confusion it caused in the early days in the US when “fruit was brought 
to Indiana by some of the early pomologists in the days of saddle-bag transportation. In a 
lot of grafts, two varieties, having ‘lost their labels’, were propagated and fruited without 
a name. Being considered Pearmain-shaped, they were called respectively Red and White 
Winter Pearmain. The former proved to be Esopus Spitzenberg while the latter was 
never identified”. But to cut a long story short, and after much confusion, it was eventually 
catalogued by the American Pomological Society in 1858 as White Winter Pearmain.
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Plate 15: White Winter Pearmain.
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The variety was brought to South Africa from England at the end of the 1900s by the 
nurseryman Mr HEV Pickstone, and it is mentioned in his Catalogue of Fruit Trees, 
1895. It certainly became a favourite variety and it was ordered by the apple pioneer 
Miss Kathleen Murray in 1922. She must have been very disappointed when she got 
the following letter from Mr Pickstone on November 6, 1922 (referring to her order for 
White Winter Pearmain): “I must advise that a Resolution has been passed by our Board 
limiting orders for apples to 100 trees. We must regret therefore that we have to cut your 
order to this number, and we shall be glad by return how we may amend the order regarding 
varieties. We must also advise that the price of apples has been raised 3d (three pennies) 
above last season’s prices.” But even before then in March 1916 the South African Fruit 
Grower reports that; “JH de Wet won first prize for a dish of 6 White Winter Pearmain at 
the Rosebank Show.”

By 1927, 10% of the South African apple area was under White Winter Pearmain. This 
rose to 18% in 1950 when it was the second-most-planted apple variety after Ohenimuri. 
It was especially popular in the Ceres and Langkloof areas where it constituted 23% and 
20% respectively of the area planted under apples. Statistics show that between 1951 and 
1960 it was one of the main South African varieties sold on European markets with 22% 
of the market share. In May 1960 a box of White Winter Pearmain sold for 37 shillings in 
the United Kingdom. With the advent of “new” varieties such as Golden Delicious, Red 
Delicious and Granny Smith the area under White Winter Pearmain declined rapidly, by 
grubbing or grafting to newer varieties. 

Some of these grafted trees sometimes still bear much-treasured Pearmain apples on 
“wild” shoots of the original variety. By 1972 the Pearmain area had dropped to 11% of 
total area.

Growers who got rid of this variety at the time will tell you that it was not because of taste 
and eating quality that it became unpopular, but because of its extreme susceptibility 
to the post-harvest condition, bitterpit. White Winter Pearmain, the much-loved late-
season apple, was best described by nurseryman HEV Pickstone in his catalogue of 1920 
as “a medium- to large-sized fruit, skin pale yellow (sometimes pale green) with a warm 
cheek, sprinkled with tiny russet spots, a flesh that is fresh, yellowish, crisp, juicy, sub-acid 
and pleasant”. Even today the older consumers will still tell you nostalgically about 
the delicious taste of the Pearmain. We in South Africa were truly privileged to have 
inherited, grown and enjoyed this most ancient of apple varieties. Even so, its origin and 
name still remain somewhat of a mystery.

Plate 16 opposite & 17 overleaf: Pickstone’s Fruit Tree catalogue of 1895.
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Other Minor Heritage Apples
Apart from the Ten Heritage apple varieties we have selected to be included in this 
collection there are others that were around locally before the turn of the 19th century. 
It would be a pity if some of them were not briefly mentioned.

The Year 1893
In the Agricultural Journal of Thursday, January 26, 1893 the following few varieties were 
listed as “the apples that meet the readiest sale in London!”. These were:

Blenheim Orange Pippin

Canada Reinette or Reinette du Canada

King of Pippins

Ribston Pippin

Scarlet Nonpareil

The four appeared again in the horticulturalists MacOwan and Pillans’ Practical Orchard 
Work at the Cape 1896 as recommended apple varieties. The same four were also listed 
in HEV Pickstone’s Order Sheet for fruit trees for the season 1900. We were unable to 
ascertain exactly when they arrived in South Africa, and who brought them into the 
country is also unclear.

Blenheim Orange Pippin
The Blenheim Orange Pippin also known as Woodstock Pippin, and nearly 100 
other synonyms, originated at Woodstock, England and was discovered in 1740. The 
tree bore “large, handsome, round, sometimes flattened fruit of most excellent flavour” 
according to Davis in 1928. The colour was deep yellow with a red blush on the sunny side. 
Ripening time was March. According to Davis it did not do too well in South Africa.

51



Canada Reinette or Reinette du Canada
Canada Reinette or Reinette du Canada was certainly present locally in 1893 as it was 
mentioned as one of the apple varieties for sale at the Grahamstown Botanical Gardens, 
as reported in the Agricultural Journal on Thursday, July 13 of that year. It most probably 
had its origin in Normandy, France and was first mentioned in 1771. It was described as 
principally a culinary apple. The tree was a good bearer of yellow, russet fruit, sometimes 
with a brownish cheek and many dots. The apples were large, somewhat flat and 
occasionally irregularly shaped. It was recommended for export and ripened about 
March-April.  Packing records of Oude Brug farm in Elgin show that in the 1929-30 
season they packed 1  135 cartons of this variety. Also the pioneer apple grower Miss 
Kathleen Murray planted 25 Canada Reinette among her first apple plantings in 1915. It 
is still grown on a limited scale in Europe.

King of Pippins
King of Pippins was first recorded in 1800. Its origin is confused but it is thought to be 
English. It was first introduced as King of the Pippins but its older name was Golden 
Winter Pearmain. 

It is a mid- to late-season apple, medium-sized, pale yellow mixed and striped with red. 
Its flesh is firm with a sharp sub-acid taste.

Ribston Pippin
Ribston Pippin is also a very old English apple, grown from seed brought from Rouen 
in France at Ribston Hall, Yorkshire. It was probably first planted circa 1707. Ask any 
English senior citizen which is his or her favourite apple and the answer will most 
probably be the Ribston Pippin. In South Africa the fruit colour is deep yellow, striped 
and splashed with dull red on the sunny side and russet at the stalk end. Flesh deep yel-
low, crisp and rich. It is a late-season variety and of medium size.
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Scarlet Nonpareil
Scarlet Nonpareil was raised in the garden of an inn at Esher, Surrey, in 1773. It is a 
dessert apple of medium size. In South Africa it has a whitish colour shaded with red, a 
yellowish flesh, firm, sub-acid and juicy. It was apparently a good storer but according 
to Mr HEV Pickstone, it did not do satisfactorily locally. It is a very late-season apple, 
harvested from March into the winter.

The Year 1896
In 1896 horticulturalists Pillans and MacOwan recommended a range of varieties for 
planting locally. Of these we have selected the following four:

Bismarck or Prince Bismark

Cellini

Rhode Island Greening

Sturmer Pippin

Bismarck or Prince Bismarck
Bismarck or Prince Bismarck is said to have originated at Bismarck, Tasmania or 
Carisbrooke, Victoria in Australia. Others claim that it had its origin in Canterbury, 
New Zealand. The general opinion, however, is that the Australian origin is most likely, 
and is put at 1870. The name could have been given in honour of Bismarck, the German 
Chancellor, who was in his heyday in the late 1800s. It was a very large cooking apple. 
The colour was rich yellow with specks all over and broken streaks of crimson on the 
sunny side, ripening in March. This is one of the pre-1900 local apples still remembered 
by local old-timers.
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1.    Blenheim Orange Pippin

2.    King of Pippins

3.    Ribston Pippin

4.    Cellini 

5.    Scarlet Nonpareil 

6.    Reinette du Canada or
       Canada Reinette

7.    Bismarck or Prince Bismark

8.    Rhode Island Greening

9.    Sturmer Pippin

10.  The Koo Apple

11.  Tjeek Apple

12.  Versfeld

13. Kroonappel

14. Witte Wynappel

Plate 18A: Collage of minor heritage varieties
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Cellini
Cellini is the name of an apple that pops up frequently in the early years of the apple 
industry. It was recommended for planting in the late 1800s by horticulturalists and 
sold by nurseryman Pickstone as early as 1895. It was still listed as a variety to be planted at 
the end of the 1920s. It took one of its synonyms, Phillips’ Seedling, from the nurseryman 
who first raised it at Vauxhall, England: Leonard Phillips. It was introduced circa 1823 and it 
most probably had its origin as a seedling. Mr Phillips was obviously a great admirer of the 
fourteenth-century Florentine sculptor and painter Benvenuto Cellini! In South Africa it was 
described as an early cooking apple. The fruit was large, round, yellow in colour and covered 
largely with red streaks. It was never extensively planted locally. Ripening time was January 
to February.

Rhode Island Greening
Rhode Island Greening was a well-known and favourite apple in the early days and it was 
recommended for planting in the late 1800s. HEV Pickstone Nurseries listed it for sale in 
1895 and it was one of a few apple varieties ordered by Dr Viljoen of Oak Valley from that 
nursery in March 1899. We can safely assume that the 100 trees he ordered were among 
the first apple trees planted on that farm and, in fact, in Elgin. The variety originated in the 
United States, probably at Green’s End, Newport, Rhode Island around 1650. It was found 
by a Mr Green, a tavern owner. Davis in 1928 describes it as one of the best cooking apples 
around and states that it was distributed over the whole of South Africa, but that it did best 
in the south west areas. It was green in colour, large and slightly flat, and ripened in March.

Sturmer Pippin
The Sturmer Pippin was another variety that was ordered by Dr Viljoen of Oak Valley in 
1899. He ordered the trees from Pickstone’s at Groot Drakenstein. Mr Pickstone imported 
Sturmer Pippin into South Africa during the 1890s, but according to Davis, writing in 
1928, it was “one of the few of Messrs Pickstone’s introductions which has not done well 
here, now discarded by them”. Pillans in 1896 describes it as “a dessert apple, smaller than 
medium, oblate, approaching conical, yellow with a bronzed or crimson cheek. Flesh 
compact, rich, sub-acid. A good keeper”. Davis, however thought the colour to be 
unattractive. He put the harvest time as March. It was first propagated by the English 
nurseryman Dillstone at Sturmer, Suffolk and is thought to be Ribston Pippin crossed 
with Nonpareil. It was first recorded in 1831. Although successfully grown in England 
and Australia, the Sturmer never got off the ground locally.
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Local, Adopted or Mistaken Identity?

I t is impossible, sometimes, not to question some of the information available 
on the history and origin of old apple varieties: Who found them, where and 
when? While aware of possible unreliability and decided gaps, this information 

is all we have, and what is life without some unanswered questions, some mystery? So we 
decided to finish our list of Heritage varieties with the Koo apple, the Tjeek apple and the 
Versfeld apple that sum up the difficulties of probing the histories of these older apple 
varieties.

The Koo Apple
There is a great deal of speculation around the origin of the name Koo, that area in the 
Montagu district. Some say that it is a Khoi word meaning cold, others say, no, it is a 
Khoi word meaning dry. Then there are those who say that in those early days a Chinese 
gentleman called Coo lived in the area and that that was the origin of the name...

One of the earliest settlers in the Koo was Joshua Joubert who was awarded the farm De 
Coo as early as 1759 by the Dutch Government. The farm was 60 morgen in area (Again 
no mention is made of the origin of the name). Another early farming family that settled 
in the Koo were the Burgers. Research into the Burger family’s history shows there were 
seven Burgers in Governor Joachim Van Pletternberg’s party on a journey to the Eastern 
Province. On their return journey round about 1779, one or two of them decided to stay 
in the Koo, one being Alewyn Petrus Burger. Thus began the Burger family’s association 
with this area.

We believe it was in this valley that the Koo apple had its origin. IB Pole Evans, a 
researcher and plant pathologist, writes in 1909 that he is indebted to Mr SG Burger for 
some information on the origin of the Koo apple. He continues “this gentleman says that 
the Koo apple is a tree known for the last fifty years on the farm Concordia, near Montagu 
in the Cape Colony. As far as he can trace it back, it originated from seed and was not 
imported, as the farms at that time were inhabited by simple Dutch families. Apparently 
old inhabitants told him that they originated from seed”. 

Mr Pole Evans also added that the Koo apple was resistant to Woolly Apple Aphid. So 
this apple was certainly present in the Koo Valley during the mid-1880s or earlier. Some 
old-timers remember the Koo apple. One of them is Kerneels Burger, still living in the 
original Concordia homestead on a farm now called Restant (Remainder) of Concordia (the 
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original farm having been subdivided over the years). Now 80, he recalls that he had an 
orchard of the variety and still regrets that he pulled the orchard without leaving a single 
tree. According to him the Koo went out of fashion with the advent of newer varieties. He 
says that this greenish-yellow apple had an incredible storage life and that they used to 
store it in the “solder” (loft) under the thatched roof of the homestead from harvest until 
the following September. He disagrees with those who say it went out of fashion because 
it bruised so easily. It was a tough apple, he says, remembering too that it had soft flesh 
and a delicate flavour. As the Koo’s popularity was on the wane, Kerneels packed it as 
“White Winter Pearmain”! (A typical example of “boer maak ’n plan” – the farmer 
makes a plan...)

The Koo apple was never mentioned in official apple statistics, but was often recommended 
for planting and listed in brochures. Horticulturalist Davis in 1928 mentions it in his 
book Fruit Growing in South Africa and confirms that it was not widely grown. Even so, 
it was listed in Mr Pickstone’s Catalogue of Fruit Trees for 1920 and it is described as of 
medium size, shape oval, colour when ripe yellow. It was picked at the end of March and 
would keep until August.

We also see that it was packed for the Johannesburg market by Oak Valley Estates in 
Elgin in March 1922. Because the Burger family were among the first inhabitants of the 
Koo we can reasonably assume that one of Kerneels’ ancestors discovered this seedling 
apple in the 1800s, or was it the 1700s? Or was it perhaps Joshua Joubert? Again, this is 
a true Colonial Seedling Apple found in the Koo near Montagu. As with many local 
seedlings, by whom and when, we will never know with certainty.

Tjeek Apple
When delving into the history of old apple varieties, many people come up with “have 
you heard of this one or that one?” So it was that an old-timer asked whether we had 
heard of the “Keek” apple of the Langkloof. We investigated this and found that the 
older generation in the Langkloof remembers the apple quite well. Soon we found that 
the name was in fact the Tjeek apple. Barend Strydom was a leading farmer in the mid 
1800s, and even in those early days experimented with a new apple variety. The Tjeek 
apple took its name from Barend. It would appear that he struggled to say cheque and 
always spoke about “die tjeek”. Some people still refer to that branch of the family as 
Tjeek Strydoms or simply “die Tjeeke”. We had the privilege of seeing the apple, which 
is large, almost totally covered with attractive pink stripes and with a touch of bloom. 
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Where did Barend get this variety from? What was its original name? Was it one of the 
many Cape Seedlings? We may never know the origin of the Tjeek, a truly local apple 
from the Langkloof.

Versfeld
The Versfeld apple was well-known at the beginning of the 1900s. Both its origin and 
name are obscure. We can assume that it took its local name from the old Cape 
family of Versfeld. Willem Ferdinand Versfeld (1780-1827), who owned Groene Post, 
also bought Claassenbosch farm in the Wynberg district. This is important because Mr 
HEV Pickstone recorded in his Hints on Fruit Growing in 1901 that Mr Versfeld of 
Claassenbosch grew Versfeld apples there. The confusion comes in when Mr Pickstone 
also calls it Warner’s King, an old English apple variety known since the end of the 1700s. 
To add to the confusion the horticulturalist Davis in 1928 writes that it “is claimed as a 
South African variety by some. It is however, so like Rymer or Red Cauldwell (Caldwell), 
that little doubt exists as to its identity with that variety”. 

The Rymer variety was raised by Mr Rymer of Thirsk, Yorkshire in England and first 
recorded in 1818. Perplexing, to say the least.

There is some degree of agreement, however, when one reads, or talks to old-timers, 
about the appearance of the apple, whether it is Rymer, Red Caldwell, Warner’s King or 
Versfeld. It was certainly a very large apple, greenish-yellow in colour, almost covered 
with dull red. It was described as a late apple, not of very good quality, almost blight-
proof ie Woolly Apple Aphid resistant. It was said to be a general-purpose apple, but 
more suitable for cooking than dessert. Mr Pickstone recalls a 10-year-old Versfeld in 
1920 and says “this variety only yields bumper crops at Oatland every other year”. As early 
as 1896 Pillans and McOwan described Warner’s King as a very large fruit.

The name of the Versfeld apple pops up regularly over many years in the local industry. 
One sees it advertised in the South African Fruit Grower in January 1916. It was still 
highly recommended by Mr Pickstone in 1920. Mr G Rawbone won first prize for a dish 
of six Versfelds (Warner) on the Caledon Show in 1916. It was also exhibited in 1920 
when Mr WA Malan got first prize for the best dish of Versfelds.

In fact, in 1927 it constituted 7% of the total apple area in the Western Cape. Even in 
1950 this figure was still 0.5%. So if one recalls that Versfeld was already listed in the 
Pickstone’s Nursery Order Sheet of 1900 it certainly stayed with us for a good length of 
time. At Elgin Orchards in Elgin, packhouse records show that in the 1929-1930 season 
they packed 239 cartons of Versfeld.
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When attempting to dig into the origin of apples it is dangerous to assume anything. 
However, evidence points towards the fact that our Versfeld apple was highly likely to be 
the same as, or similar to, Warner’s King or Red Caldwell. Nevertheless to us locals it will 
always be Versfeld, the apple from Claassenbosch, the Versfeld’s family farm.
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The Return of the Wijnappel
 The Year 20..?

I went out into my garden on a drizzly day with a stiff north-westerly breeze 
on April 17, 20..?, and afterwards I could make this historic entry in my diary:

“Today I picked the first apples from two trees each no more than two metres tall. They 
were good-sized fruit, weighing maybe 160gm or so each. And then I took a closer look 
at them; I looked and looked again. Yes, it was really so – the apples on my two trees were 
in fact the Wijnappel!

It is actually true; the Wijnappel, the first apple to be picked by Jan van Riebeeck on April 
17, 1662, has found its way back into a garden at the Cape of Good Hope.”
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Plate 19: The oldest apple tree we encountered. This tree stands in the 
garden of Misgund Orchards. In front of it are Robin Allen Baldie and 
James Wayne Baldie. The tree might have been planted by the previous 
owner – Commandant Rademeyer, who owned the house before the 
Baldies during the late 19th century.
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How many people know that Jan van Riebeeck harvested the first apples in 
South Africa on April 17th 1662 and that it was called the Wijnappel? 

Did you know that Ohenimuri is a corrupted translation for “the maiden that 
was left behind” after a friendly dragon (Taniwha) protected her in his cave.

Then there is the story of the wife of Swedish descent that finally smelled 
her favourite apple before she died.

Who would have guessed that the Wemmershoek apple was the most widely 
planted apple in South Africa in 1927.

This and many other such cultivar tales you will find in this 
richly illustrated book.


