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ANCIENT TREE COLUMN

The Crusader Oak in North Dorset is said to be named after a 

knight who fought in the Crusades of the 11th and 12th centuries, 

and was brought back from the Holy Land to be buried on the Stock 

Gaylard estate. Whether or not the tree was alive during that time, 

it certainly looks battle-worn, with its rough, gnarled bark, its dead 

branches, and its hollows and cavities. 
        The tree’s extremely wide trunk (around 7.9m), and its 

retrenched or ‘downward growing’ crown, which is due to gradual 

dieback and branch loss, are also features you would expect to see 

in an ancient tree, and which have allowed it to withstand high winds. 

         An English (Pedunculate) oak, the Crusader is one of over 100 

ancient and other veteran trees to be found in the deer park at the 

Stock Gaylard Estate. The park is within the Blackmore Vale 

Commons and Moors Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI), and 

when designated in 2012, this was the first time that the presence 

of wood pasture and parkland with veteran trees had been given as 

one of the reasons, explains Sean Cooch of the Ancient Tree Forum: 

‘One of the key management principles now is to have an age range 

of trees here to allow for succession. Other conservation practices 

include leaving deadwood in situ, and avoiding the use of any 

pesticides and fertilisers.’
         At the estate’s annual oak fair in August, the Crusader Oak 

was one of the star attractions. Woodland and countryside author 

and academic Oliver Rackham (pictured top) joined forces with the 

Ancient Tree Forum to give talks around the tree and the wildlife it 

supports, from longhorn beetles to rare and threatened lichens such 

as Anaptychia ciliaris and Lecanora sublivescens.
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The vision of the Ancient Tree 

Forum is for ancient trees, their 

wildlife, and their heritage and 

cultural values to be safeguarded 

now and in the future. For 

information on the management 

of ancient trees, our handbook 

'Ancient and other veteran trees: 

further guidance on management', 

and to attend site visits, see 

www.ancient-tree-forum.org.uk


