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ANCIENT TREE COLUMN

Hollow oak, Burghley Park, 
Lincolnshire

Each month we feature an ancient British 
tree. This month the Ancient Tree Forum 
introduces us to the...

ANCIENT TREE
The

The Ancient Tree Forum’s spring visit to Burghley Park this year had three aims: 

to celebrate a Capability Brown landscape rich in ancient and historic trees, see 

the conservation work being done there, and discuss what more might be done 

for their sustainable management.
2016 is the tercentenary of Capability Brown’s birth, and Burghley is one of his 

most intact landscapes. His work there, spanning 25 years, included creating a 

river-like lake and planting trees to frame naturalistic views of the house and 

park. Many of the old trees in the park pre-date his landscaping, and some 

are even older than the house, which was built between 1555 and 1587.

As well as appreciating their aesthetic value, Brown recognised that 

pre-existing trees reinforced the history and continuity of ownership. One 

of the park’s most special ancient trees is this very large, hollow oak 

pollard with a 9m girth, which is thought to be at least 800 years old, and 

is still in excellent health.
It is likely that pollarding of the tree stopped in the nineteenth century 

when the practice became unfashionable, and since then the crown has 

developed long, heavy lower limbs. Some time ago, the tree partially 

uprooted and developed a signifi cant lean, so that the lowest limb is 

almost in contact with the ground. This branch has continued to lengthen 

and increase in girth. Discussion on the trip focused on whether the 

weight of this massive limb might be a risk of causing further or total 

uprooting, and if so, what management might prevent this.
One suggestion was to build a raised area enclosed by a dry stone 

wall and fi lled with soil, on which the limb would rest. Opinions varied 

as to the best management options for the tree, but the consensus 

was that the oak appears to have achieved a natural balance itself, 

and any method chosen will to some extent change this dynamic.

Management techniques for veteran trees are fully explored in the 

Ancient Tree Forum’s handbook, ‘Ancient and Other Veteran Trees: 

Further Guidance on Management’ (available from the ATF’s website). 

The book includes guidance on recognising the value of veteran trees 

in relation to landscape and heritage, and explores in detail a range of 

management practices.
The ATF champions the biological, cultural and heritage value of 

Britain’s ancient and veteran trees and promotes best practice in 

their management. 
www.ancienttreeforum.co.uk
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