Ashridge Sparkling Cider

Picture the scene; A steep twisty Devon lane, a fast flowing brook with darting trout, blossom laden apple trees swaying in the breeze a menagerie of domestic pets, a brace of feasting Pheasants and a magnificent mid 19th century farmhouse surrounded by even older barns and outbuildings.

With the air filling my nostrils I felt the thrill of Spring was definitely in the air as I walked towards the farmhouse to meet my host, and to discover one of Devon’s best kept secrets.

Jason Mitchell was the man and Cider was his game, not on this occasion your brain attacking, leg buckling Scrumpy but a fine bottle-aged award-winning Sparkling Cider of some note.

 On being shown around this most tranquil of farms we finally creaked open an ancient door revealing a sleepy cellar housing around 8000 bottles of ageing vintage cider.

To weave its magic, father time is employed to mature this raw young cider, from the 2002 vintage, changing it into a delicate and refined sparkler.

But getting it to this point has already taken a great deal of effort and patience as the initial process of Cider making started last autumn with a harvesting of the fallen apples.

Jason’s orchard comprises 9 acres of ancient apple trees many of them over 60 years old with fantastic names like Boxwood Foxwhelp, Dabinett, Yarlington Mill and Fair Maid of Devon. These ancient and wonderful varieties provide a plethora of flavours, acids and colour to the cidermaking process. 

After gathering and bagging into large sacks the ripe mature apples are carted off to the press and a chat to one of Devon’s great cider gurus, Cyril Trenchard. 

84 year old Cyril has been making cider since he was 15 years old and Jason feels most privileged to know him and listen to his worldly wisdom on all things cider (plus a few other things I’m sure!) 

After pulping and pressing they are then transferred to large vats to start their magical fermentation process.

This process needs a constant cellar temperature over three months or so allowing the natural fermentation process to take place. After the violent shudder of fermentation has ceased it is then racked into old rum barrels to mature and develop for a further six months.

The cider has by now been fermented to dry and could be sold on the market as just that but this is the time that Jason employs the next process known as “Method Champenoise”. This is the process that changes still cider to sparkling with the addition of yeast and a little sugar before bottling in a strong sparkling wine bottle and securing with a crown stopper, just like making Champagne.

It is then stored horizontally for a further twelve months encouraging maturation at a constant temperature of 12 degrees Centigrade. By this time the secondary fermentation is working its magic in the security of the sealed bottle, at the same time sediment of dead yeast cells will also have formed fine silt. 

This has to be removed starting with a laborious method known remuage or riddling. Twisting (or riddling) the bottle over a couple of months in an “A-framed” rack (known as a Pupitre) with elongated bottle holes. This agitates the sediment to a resting position underneath the crown stopper.

The sediment and neck of the bottle are then frozen in a brine bath after which the crown stopper is removed along with the frozen sediment pellet. 

Hey presto the cider is now clear and bright ready to be topped up with a dosage of cider and adjusting sugars before the famous “mushroom cork” is inserted then closed with the finishing wire muzzle. 

The sparkling cider is then dressed with its proud Ashridge livery, rested for another month or so then it’s off to market.

This process is time consuming and meticulous, one that has changed very little since the 17th Century when stronger bottles were made in furnaces fired by coal as opposed to wood creating stronger glass. At that time Devon’s great “cider rival” was Herefordshire where both counties vied for recognition in national and international trading markets. 

According to Champagne writer and noted author Tom Stevenson, sparkling cider has probably been made for hundreds of years. Tom has uncovered an important tome first published in 1664 which reveals “put into each bottle a piece of white fugar about the bignets of a nutmeg and this wil fet it into a little fermentation”. Apart from its significant historic value this description of how secondary fermentation was induced in the 17th Century doesn’t seem to have changed much since then, whether made from apples or grapes. 

Jason showed me two vintages of his carefully crafted sparkling cider served straight from the kitchen fridge for perfect taste.

The first a 2001 vintage – my tasting notes indicating a light Russet colour with a violent mousse. The strong heady scent of alcohol and apples filled the air in the kitchen as the mousse calmed down to a trickle. Sipping gently I sensed an immediate fullness in the palate then a richness that filled the mouth with a gentle spicy tickle. 

Next the 2000 vintage – lighter in colour with similar energetic mousse. A vinous nose had developed pointing to a more mature first taste. Although richer in the middle palate the finish was softer. 

It was interesting tasting these two different bottles that showed vintage variation and excellent understanding of the sparkling cider process. 

At only 8% by volume these lovely fruity sparklers will not fill the head with “cidery alcohol” on the contrary I found both of them delicate and moreish as we lunched on mature Cheddar and Goats cheese. 

Their delicacy and flavour would be a perfect match with most simple westcountry fish and shellfish dishes or perhaps (Jason’s favourite) smoked salmon and scrambled eggs for week-end brunch. 

You can see from my sojourn to Ashridge Farm I really enjoyed discovering and tasting Jason's lovely ciders, and so can you by visiting Riverford Farm outlets at Staverton and Kitley, Darts Farm in Topsham, local Farm Shops, Delis and the odd adventurous pub. Alternatively call Jason on 01548 831131 he will happily sell you some (at around £6.45 a bottle) or inform you of where you can purchase.

I for one would like to see more Devon restaurants stocking Ashridge Sparkling Cider, it would make an excellent lighter alcohol beverage and a pleasant change from high alcohol overly fruity white wines that seem to be absolutely everywhere! Salute!

Stop Press – Ashridge Vintage Sparkling Cider has been awarded a Silver Medal at the 2003 Taste of the West products of excellence. This makes Jason the highest awarded Sparkling Cider maker in the West Country.

