THE DONKEY FIELD COMMUNITY ORCHARD Two things prompt me to want to share the story of the Donkey Field Community Orchard. Firstly, listening to Shaftesbury’s Palladwr Choir concert at St Peter’s Hall during the recent Tree Festival. Their songs and poems were all about the personal relationships people have with trees and places, about connectedness, local distinctiveness. And second, the amazingly wonderful Apple Day we had last year. It was magic and exactly what we envisaged when exploring ideas for planting a Community Orchard and the possibilities such a thing would create. My relationship with the Donkey Field goes back to the early 1990’s when a group of us would meet at Enmore Green Playing Field on Sunday mornings to kick about with a football for a couple of hours. These were very informal, great fun, jumpers-for-goalposts, lads-and-dads matches. We referee’d ourselves and the scores were impossibly high. Every so often the ball would be hoofed or ricochet high over a fence which separated the grass from a rough piece of ground that fell away to the downhill side. Then there’d be a delay while one of us braved the brambles, beat a way in, found then retrieved the ball. Some years later I was working as Groundsman Caretaker for Shaftesbury Town Council. My Foreman, the late Dave Hall, told me that within living memory locals, travellers and farmers all grazed their animals on that piece of rough ground, hence the name. It was owned by the Town Council. Allotments had been tried there but the ground proved too wet, so was left to go wild, to naturally regenerate and become so-called “waste ground”. About twenty years ago there was talk of the Donkey Field becoming variously a green burial ground and car park, but always the high water table scuppered plans. In March 2003 Dave and I were asked to cut back blackthorn at the Donkey Field which was interfering with overhead wires on Church Hill. My head was already full of ideas and, as a start, the Town Clerk, Sandra Elcock, allowed me to plant a hazel hedge along that roadside. SHARED INTERESTS AND PASSION Sitting on the benches outside King Alfred’s Kitchen is a pleasant thing to do. Seeing people, meeting friends, taking refreshment. It’s a great place to watch the world go by, a fine vantage looking down the High Street. Until the early Twenty-Noughties the view was framed by massive sycamore trees, ten of which grew in Coppice Street Car Park and rose up so tall that they could be seen above the rooftops from all over town. Unfortunately they were cut down to make space for Tesco’s and now that area is almost unrecognisable. There was quite a battle to save the Coppice Street sycamores and this included the formation of the Shaftesbury Tree Group. Regular meetings in a back room at The Mitre discussed protesting using official channels and also non violent direct action tactics. By definition the Tree Group brought together individuals with shared interest and passions so it seemed natural to take the idea of creating a Community Orchard there. Go for it, they said, but there was still a lot of preparatory work to do. The landowners, Shaftesbury Town Council, gave their blessing in 2003. Then we established a partnership with Shaftesbury and District Task Force for fund seeking purposes. Eternal thanks to Louise Plumridge and Jo Rose at the Task Force, by the way, and Jan Templeton who administered government funding through a pot called Livability. With their help we got enough money to make everything possible. On June 14th 2004, at the Friends Meeting House on Abbey Walk, we held a public meeting to promote the idea of establishing a Community Orchard on Church Hill in Enmore Green, and the Friends of the Donkey Field Community Orchard Group was formed. Loads of people came. CHANGE IN THE AIR During 2003/2004 in Shaftesbury there was change in the air. Along Coppice Street and off Angel Lane, houses were bulldozed. Opposite what is now Woodmans Court trees, including a magnificent magnolia in a garden belonging to a resident called Miss Maidment, were felled. The cricket club got relocated to a field way out of town, the football club was being redeveloped. New noises, hubbub. It was as if so much we loved and thought of as permanent, integral, was being erased or spun about, turned upside-down. Establishing a Community Orchard felt different. It wasn’t destructive, it didn’t represent heavy change, it wasn’t a fight. It was softer, inclusive, creative, beautiful, actually quite basic. Over the last fortnight, here, I’ve described how the idea for a Community Orchard at the Donkey Field in Enmore Green came about. We’ve got to June 14th 2004, a beautiful summers evening, and a public meeting at the Friends Meeting House. Loads of local people assembled, expectant and waiting. At the time an environmental charity called Common Ground was based in Shaftesbury and had their offices in Gold Hill House, above where Blackfoot Gifts is now. At that June 14th meeting an inspirational show was given by the Common Ground Directors, Sue Clifford and Angela King. They’d spent many years championing common cultural heritage, everyday nature, buildings, popular history and local places. They initiated the concept of ‘community orchards’. The idea was to save vulnerable old orchards, plant new ones, provide open-air focal points for contemplation or festivities. Free food and refuge for humans and other wildlife. Sue and Angela wrote an amazing book called The Common Ground Book of Orchards. Their show at the Friends Meeting House that day was based on the book, including stunning photos which inspired everyone. Then we said, “Look, this is going to happen here in Shaftesbury,” and passed round a list of named varieties of apple tree. We wanted folk to choose a variety which meant something to them personally. It could be that they’d grown up with this type in their childhood garden or maybe they just liked the name. … AND THEN CHOOSE YOUR TREE Down at the Donkey Field Community Orchard on Church Hill, Enmore Green, the first batch of fruit trees were planted in October 2005. By then the site was taking shape. Ecological surveys had been done, funding applications made and realised, planning permission for hard landscaping sought, approved and completed, slopes had been cleared by young volunteers from the Princes Trust and furniture was in place. This included an iron archway made just down the road by Newton Forge, benches and a notice board designed and created by local craftsman, Adam Slatter. A few years later Poultons Portables made and fitted a wooden bench and artist Rachel Jackson carved three oak posts to welcome visitors. Original trees planted included a cooking apple called Bramley Seedling. This was chosen by Arthur and Pat Simmonds because it took Arthur back to childhood, and an apple of this variety which he knew when just a boy. The tall crab apple which grows handsomely on the right just up from the arch as you walk up towards the Playing Field was chosen by Jon Hyde, then of Victoria Street and now living in Mere. At the time, Jon was in the habit of writing letters about environmental and social issues to the Blackmore Vale Magazine under the pen name of Mr Crabapple, so he chose this tree as an appropriate nod to his alter ego. A cider apple called Sheep’s Nose was planted. It can be seen now, tall and with an 

almost weeping form, close to the road and still hanging on to a few puckered, conical fruits. Hence the name. It was chosen by mother and son, Corrine and Toey. They moved away soon after but they selected it because they loved the name. Tertia Goodriche from St James went for a Yorkshire apple variety called Ribston Pippin because her family has ties to it. Over the years Tertia’s tree has grown well, but recently apple ID expert Dave Godden from Ludwell cast doubt on whether it really is a Ribston Pippin. Generally speaking, Dave reckons quite a few trees get accidentally misnamed. After the initial planting of nineteen trees to form the orchard, we kept identification labels on so visitors could see what was what. All was well until May 2006 when some of the saplings were stolen. This was very sad, and especially so for Amanda Boulter, John Witcher, Jon Elliot and Kate O’Farrel, Douglas Childs, Zara McQueen and Angela King. Their choices of pears Conference, Concorde and Onward, and apples Tom Putt, Sunset and Melcombe Russet all got lifted. Thieves might have been disturbed because Joan Timms’s Nottingham Medlar was left hanging half out the ground. We replanted it and it has grown into a small but prolific specimen on the right of the path opposite the Poultons Portable bench under a big hawthorn tree. 
