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his family lived locally in a house provided 
by the estate. However, after his death, 
his wife and children were evicted from 
the family home, desoite his long service. 

Given Thomas’ penchant for collecting 
seeds, it’s no surprise that he happened 
to be buried with some. In the top pocket 
of his burial suit were seeds of the Cretan 
maple. It’s said to be the fi nal tree he 
planted and some small revenge on 
the estate that evicted his family.

Native to southern Greece and Turkey, 
there are known to be a number of old 
specimens planted in France. Three 
years before his death, Julia Countess 
of Ducie passed away in Nice, south 
France. Julia’s body was returned to 
Gloucestershire and buried within 11 days 
of her passing; quite a feat in those days 
given the type of transportation available. 
It’s likely that Thomas was part of the 

T
homas Shingles was head 
gardener at Tortworth Court 
for 22 years in the 19th Century. 
With such a long service, he was 

undoubtedly the person to thank for the 
diverse tree collection that exists on the 
site today. 

His grave lies within the graveyard 
at Saint Leonard’s Church, on estate. 
Behind Thomas’ headstone sits a Cretan 
Maple (Acer sempervirens); a tree species 
that does not appear anywhere else on 
the estate.

Even more fascinating than this tree’s 
semi-evergreen habit and ivy-like leaves, 
is the story of how it happened to grow 
at this location. Thomas was an avid 
plant collector: local folklore tells that 
his pockets were always full of seeds 
of interesting and unusual plants. While 
employed as head gardener, Thomas and 

group sent to return Julia home, and that 
he encountered this unusual tree species 
along the way.

This is just one of the many stories 
that surround trees and highlights their 
importance in our cultural heritage. 
Whether you choose to believe the story 
or not, I leave you to decide. However, 
I feel it only adds to the wonder of this 
tree, and is a fi tting memorial to Thomas; 
continuing his legacy long after he died.

The Ancient Tree Forum champions 
the biological, cultural and heritage 
value of Britain’s ancient 
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provides advice on their 
value and management. 
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Shingles’ legacy  
lives on 
JIM MULLHOLLAND DISCOVERS THE MOVING STORY 
BEHIND THOMAS SHINGLES’ CRETAN MAPLE, WHICH 
CAN BE FOUND ON THE TORTWORTH ESTATE, 
SOUTH GLOUCESTERSHIRE
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