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A N C I E N T  T R E E  C O L U M N

 

column

EACH MONTH WE FEATURE AN ANCIENT BRITISH 
TREE. THIS MONTH THE ANCIENT TREE FORUM 
INTRODUCES US TO...

tree to produce a new crown lies in the 
epicormic buds growing on the trunk. 
Laid down in the burrs covering the trunk, 
these buds remained relatively dormant 
until the top of the tree was removed. 
The removal of growth inhibitors, which 
are typically produced by the buds at the 
top of the tree, and the removal of shade 
from the original branches, meant these 
buds were free to grow and produce a 
new crown.  

The tree has continued to grow, and in 
2017 it was noted that the branches were 
in contact with the pole and approaching 
the lines themselves. An arborist 
surveying the lines recommended the tree 
be felled to remove the risk of damage to 
the lines, and the surveyor approached 
the quarry asking for permission to 
undertake the work. Fortunately, the 
quarry manager recognised the historical 
and ecological importance of the tree, 
and refused permission. 

Subsequently, a local councillor and a 
tree warden contacted the Local Planning 

B
eside a public footpath 
near the village of Wickwar, 
Gloucestershire, sits an 
impressive oak with an electrifying 

tale. As is typical of ancient trees, it has a 
squat appearance, with a large trunk and 
small crown. Measuring 10.5m in girth, it 
is one of the largest oak trees in the UK. 

This tree is teeming with life: on the 
outside, its old, gnarly and fissured bark 
provides habitat for specialist mosses 
and lichens. The exposed deadwood 
contains the emergence holes of various 
beetle species, and the hollow trunk 
provides decaying wood habitat for a 
range of fungi and invertebrate species.

The tree’s vitality and rich wildlife 
assemblage may be typical of most 
ancient trees, but it is remarkable 
considering the adversities the tree has 
faced during the last century. In 1938, 
the power company responsible for 
installing overhead power lines between 
neighbouring villages tried to burn the 
tree down in order to make it easier to 
run the power line through the field. 
Following the fire, it installed the lines 
directly over the top of the burnt tree 
– but despite these attempts, the tree 
continued to grow. 

Having grown into the lines, the top 
of the tree was removed during the 
Seventies; this left the tree as a trunk, 
approximately four metres tall. Despite 
this harsh treatment, the tree has 
managed to produce a new crown, albeit 
a much lower one. The capacity for this 

Authority to request that the tree be 
protected by a Tree Preservation Order. 
With the tree successfully protected, the 
quarry requested the overhead line be 
moved away from the tree to prevent any 
future conflict, protecting the tree from 
further clearance work. 

The tree now sits inside a protective 
fence, awaiting the alteration to the 
overhead power line that has been 
its neighbour for the best part of a 
century. This resilient tree, and the 
history it contains, will live to see 
another year thanks to the actions a 
few determined individuals.

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 
www.ancienttreeforum.co.uk  
©Ancient Tree Forum

Old Electric Oak 
– South Gloucestershire


