
Wessex ATF visit to Montacute 

Julian Hight, who chairs ATF Wessex, reports on the group’s 
summer visit to Montacute in Somerset.
Around 47 people arrived on the morning of 7th August at Montacute House in Somerset for the 
fifth Wessex ATF field visit. Assembling at the old stable block, after introductions we were treated 
to a short sylvan history of the estate by George Holmes – National Trust Lead Ranger for south 
Somerset – our host for the day.
Having checked the ancient tree inventory prior to the visit, I was surprised to find that no trees had 
been recorded at the National Trust site – unusual for a property with such a rich history. Sitting 
in the shadow of St Michael’s Hill, or Mons Acutus, Montacute House was completed in 1601 for 
the Phelips family, having previously been the seat of the Cluniac priory. Formal gardens were 
subsequently laid out, but it was the former deer park, ancient orchards and extensive parkland that 
was of interest to our group.

George had mapped out two circuit walks 
for the group – one for the morning and one 
for the afternoon – and started by leading us 
to Hornhay Orchard to the south west of the 
house, but not before Ted Green addressed 
us beneath a veteran, bracket clad Beech 
tree to inform on the dangers of intensive 
sheep grazing to wood pasture, pointing out 
that the abundance of nettles below the tree 
canopy was a sign of high nitrogen levels, 
present via sheep dung. George explained 
that this was very much a sign of intensive 
sheep grazing from the past, where as they 
now have in place a much more extensive 
approach with the land under Higher Level 
Stewardship.

Arriving at the orchard, George explained 
that it is now part of the ‘National cider apple’ 
collection established over more than 13 
years by collector and donor Henry May, and 
hosts 95 varieties – planted since 2016 and 
fenced for protection. We also saw several 
impressive ancient surviving specimens, 
originally planted around 1744, one hollow, 
one split and a great ‘phoenix’ example where 
the tree had fallen and re grown, all of which 
hosted copious amounts of mistletoe, and 
had become heavily stag headed in response. 
Discussion ensued, and it was suggested 
that these venerable ancients be fenced for 
protection from grazers, just as the young 
collection had been.



Our next stop was an ancient veteran 
Oak (Quercus robur) in parkland 
measuring 7.10m in circumference. Jill 
Butler suggested the tree could be 575-
600 years old, according to a recent age 
calculator based on dendrochronology. 
Walking through the parkland, veteran 
Sweet Chestnuts, Limes and Oaks became 
more prolific, and George lead us to an 
ancient hollow Lime (Tilia x europaea), 
which doubtless predated the adjacent 
avenue planted in 1871 by some margin. 
Measuring 6.7m in girth, a light crown 
reduction on the old lapsed pollard in 2015 
seemed to be paying dividends with good 
regrowth. It had also been fenced as sheep 
had been munching on the considerable 
aerial roots growing within the tree’s 
hollow. George then took us to see a 
fragmented multi-stemmed ancient, lapsed 
Lime pollard of 4.65m, secluded in the 
shade of the Lime avenue, a great survivor 
amongst a successional line of trees.

Below left: 6.7m hollow ancient Lime   Below right: 7.8m Sweet Chestnut



After lunch, our final excursion of the day took us south through the village of Montacute to the old 
deer park. Created in the late 11th century, two giant, ancient Sweet Chestnuts (Castanea sativa) 
measuring 7.8m and 7.92m respectively, stood at each end of the park. Jill Butler suggested an age of 
around 300 years for the pair – calculated from Rob Jarman’s recent dendrochronological assessment 
of British veteran sweet chestnuts – a surprise to many due to their immense size. The group was 
pleased to see that the trees had been fenced for protection and appeared strong and healthy, in the 
process of developing secondary crowns below their stag headed upper branches.

A great day out, revealing some hidden gems, and thanks go to George and his team for hosting the 
day, the Wessex ATF team; Simon, Nick and Kate for helping organise the event and all attendees for 
contributing some robust and interesting discussion!

Julian Hight 
15 August 201

Above: 7.1m parkland Oak Below:  4.65m fragmented ancient Lime


