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Each month we feature an ancient British tree.  

This month the Ancient Tree Forum introduces us to...

ANCIENT TREE
The

column

There are over 50,000 veteran trees in Epping Forest, with a 

large proportion being pollarded trees. Traditionally, pollarded 

beeches and other trees at Epping would have been cut to 

provide a sustainable source of wood for fuel and building, 

and fodder for animals. The trees were cut above the grazing 

level so the new crop of branches wouldn’t be damaged 
by browsing. As the need for fuel wood and animal fodder 

declined, and coal became more widely available, the need for 

actively managed wood pasture decreased, and the resulting 

lapsed pollards were left uncut.
These lapsed pollards present unique management 

challenges for tree managers: the re-growth is large, heavy and 

balanced on top of decaying trunks. Management to stabilise 

these trees is a balancing act – cut too much and the damage 

caused may lead to extensive dysfunction and decay, but cut 

too little and branches may still pull away from the trunks or 

cause the entire tree to collapse.
Tree managers at sites such as Epping Forest have been 

leading the way in this type of veteran tree management for 

the past 30 years. With no handbooks to follow at the start 

of this period, they had to use trial and error. The outcome 

wasn’t always as planned, but the good and bad results were 

recorded and fed back into the management plans to inform 

future management. 
At the Ancient Tree Forum’s summer conference visit to 

Epping Forest in July, one of the hollow beech trees pictured 

had unfortunately just succumbed to strong winds which split 

the bolling, despite the tree being previously managed. That  

is not the end of the story, however; the remainder of the tree 

will continue to be managed, and the broken limb will be left 

where it has fallen, continuing to provide decaying wood habitat 

for a wide range of saproxylic organisms such as invertebrates 

and fungi. 
The Ancient Tree Forum champions the biological, cultural 

and heritage value of Britain’s ancient and veteran trees, 

and provides advice on their value and management at 
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