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It’s 800 years since the Magna Carta was sealed 
at Runnymede, reputedly under a yew that is still 
standing today. Hannah Solloway reports on some 
other trees that have played their part in our history

hat’s not to love about an ancient tree? 
They are rich in wildlife, and have 
immense cultural and heritage value. 

Ancient and veteran trees provide  
a rich and diverse range of habitats, from flaking bark 
and deadwood in the crown, to water-filled holes, 
hollowing trunks and fallen branches. They support 
countless species of fungi, mosses, lichens and 
invertebrates, many of which rely on the trees  
for their specialised habitats. 

Mycorrhizal fungi form special relationships with 
the trees’ roots, other fungi feed off its dead wood, 
and beetles, flies and other invertebrates live  
on the decaying wood or fungal fruiting bodies.

Lichens and mosses grow on the trunk or in cavities 
– which also provide shelter and food sources for bats, 
birds and mammals. Such trees are a feature of some 
of our oldest woodlands – it is these old trees that 
often support the richest and most important lichen 
floras, including the big leafy lungwort lichens.

Ancient trees, of course, are also a living link with 
past generations, and some connect us to major 
historical events. Here are some of the most famous 
that you can still see today.

The Ankerwycke Yew, Middlesex 
On 15 June it will be 800 years since King John sealed 
the Magna Carta in 1215. Some accounts say that 
this historic occasion, essentially a peace treaty 
between John and his Barons, took place by the tree 
at Ankerwycke. Others argue that it was on the other 
side of the River Thames at Runnymede. Either way, 
the Ankerwycke Yew has witnessed over 2,000 years 
of history, and is also said to be the location where 
Henry VIII had his first liaisons with Anne Boleyn  
in the 1530s.

W Where to find it
The tree is close to the ruins of St Mary’s Priory,  
near Wraysbury. There is a small National Trust car 
park at Magna Carta Lane, Ankerwycke TW19 5AG.

Newton’s Apple Tree, Lincolnshire
Isaac Newton was born at Woolsthorpe Manor,  
a modest farmhouse, in 1652, and from his bedroom 
window you can still see the apple tree that famously 
inspired his thinking on gravity. The tree, a rare 
Flower of Kent variety which is now over 350 years 
old, blew down in a storm in the 19th century,  
but re-rooted itself and still produces apples. 
Where to find it
Woolsthorpe Manor is at Water Lane, Woolsthorpe  
by Colsterworth, near Grantham NG33 5PD. Check 
with the National Trust for garden opening times.

The Royal Oak, Shropshire
The branches of the original Royal Oak at Boscobel 
House were famously used as an overnight hiding 
place by King Charles II, after a heavy defeat in 
the final conflict of the Civil War in 1651. The King’s 
popularity later saw the tree given legendary status. 
The oak you can visit today, which is estimated as 
at least 250 years old, is really the “daughter” of the 
Royal Oak, as it seeded within the walls round the  
site of the older tree, which was plundered and 
destroyed by souvenir hunters. 
Where to find it
The Royal Oak is within the grounds of Boscobel 
House at Brewood, Bishop’s Wood, Shropshire ST19 
9AR. Check with English Heritage for opening times.4

Right: King Charles II hid in this oak tree at Boscobel 
House, near Brewood in Shropshire, after defeat in 
battle in the Civil War

Bo
sc

ob
el

 2
 ©

En
gl

is
h 

H
er

it
ag

e



Plantlife • Spring 2015

Leaf encounters  17

The Great Oak at the Gates of the Dead, 
Wrexham
Thought to date back to the reign of King Egbert in 
802, the Great Oak had a 10m girth until 2010, when 
its trunk split in cold weather. The tree may no longer 
look as great, but its location, on Offa’s Dyke, at the 
gateway to the Ceiriog Valley just below Chirk Castle, 
is very impressive. It was at this site in 1165 that 
Welsh forces ambushed an invading English army in 
the Battle of Crogen, and the dead are buried nearby.
Where to find it
You can get to the tree from Chirk Castle car park, 
Wrexham LL14 5AF (check with the National Trust for 
opening times) or by walking along Offa’s Dyke.

The Major Oak, Nottinghamshire
This huge oak is thought to be between 800 and 
1,000 years old. According to local legend, Robin 
Hood’s men used the hollow trunk of the tree as a 
hideout. As the outlaw was supposed to have been 
active in the 12th or 13th century, it’s more likely 
that he was sheltered by an ancestor of the tree, but 
people still travel from across the world to see the 
Major Oak, which was voted “England’s Tree of the 
Year” in 2014.
Where to find it
The Major Oak is about 10 to 15 minutes’ walk 
through the woods (follow the signs) from the 
Sherwood Forest Visitor Centre, near the village  
of Edwinstowe, Nottinghamshire NG21 9HN. 

Queen Mary’s Tree, Lanarkshire
The young Mary Queen of Scots is reputed to 
have planted this 460-year-old sweet chestnut at 
Cumbernauld Castle in 1561. She was visiting one of 
her ladies-in-waiting, whose family had lived at the 
castle for generations. Cumbernauld House, designed 
by William Adam, replaced the castle in 1731.
Where to find it
Cumbernauld House Park is in Wilderness Brae, 
Cumbernauld G67 3JG.

Robert the Bruce’s Yew
This yew by Loch Lomond, thought to be around 
2,000 years old, would already have been ancient 
when, according to legend, King Robert the Bruce  
hid from his enemies under its branches. He is 
said to have kept up the spirits of his troops by 
entertaining them with stories, jokes and songs after 
they had suffered two defeats. Bruce is said to have 
used the yew tree’s strength, stature and endurance 
to symbolise their struggle.
Where to find it
Robert Bruce’s Yew is perched on a rocky outcrop  
on the western shore of Loch Lomond, just north  
of Firkin Point. 

Hannah Solloway works for the Ancient  
Tree Forum, which champions ancient  
and other veteran trees. Find out more  
at www.ancient-tree-forum.org.uk

Left: Bark 
detail from the 
Ankerwycke Yew, 
where 800 years 
ago King John 
is said to have 
sealed the Magna 
Carta with his 
rebellious Barons

Below left: 
The Major Oak, 
Nottinghamshire; 
legend has it that 
Robin Hood used 
the hollow trunk 
as a hideout
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