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and crown separate into different functional 
units; the heartwood hosts fungi such as 
Laetiporus sulphureus and Fistulina hepatica, 
breaking into cubical crumbling woodblocks. 
They are truly remarkable, and are a living 
connection to the monarchs of the past.

The Gardens are also home to other 
veteran tree species, with a personal 
favourite being a field maple next to the Peter 
Pan statue. We estimate this tree is 150 to 
180 years old. The tree itself has cavities, 
basal decay and an abundance of dead 
wood in the canopy.

Recently, we made the decision to fence 
off the tree. This was to protect the tree from 
soil compaction as it is located in a busy area 
of the park. Fencing off trees and re-directing 
desire lines are sometimes essential in order 
to promote the trees health and visitor safety.

There is plenty of other activity connected 
to conservation as we identify trees that 
have potential to be the next generation of 

W
hat comes to mind when you 
think of a veteran tree? I’d 
imagine, for most, the first 
image to appear would be an 

ancient, gnarled, pollarded oak. This is the 
archetypal image of a veteran tree in the 
UK – it even forms the ATF logo – but this 
doesn’t change the fact that veteran trees 
can be any species, size and age.

Kensington Gardens is a Grade I listed 
Royal Park, spanning 242 acres and 
receiving over 10 million visits a year. The 
Gardens are known globally for links with 
J.M. Barrie’s Peter Pan and the British 
royal family. Less known, however, is the 
significant number of veteran trees.

Though first developed from 1689, 
the Gardens were laid out by Charles 
Bridgeman at request of the queen in 
1728. Trends in planting came and went 
and management techniques added to 
the landscape. Throughout all the change, 
however, the one constant was the veteran 
sweet chestnuts – 36 of which date back to 
the Bridgeman planting.

Sweet chestnuts are distinctive, with 
corkscrew-like bark splitting apart and 
revealing the wood beneath. The trunk 

The ATF champions the 
biological, cultural and 
heritage value of Britain’s 
ancient and veteran trees 
and promotes best practice. 
www.ancienttreeforum.co.uk

Classics     
in the capital 
KENSINGTON GARDENS FEATURES A DIVERSE 
RANGE OF VETERAN TREES, PROVIDING 
EXAMPLES OF THE DEMANDING TASTE OF 
MONARCHS ACROSS THE GENERATIONS

veterans. Saproxylic insect surveys will 
help to understand the habitat potential for 
invertebrates that are dependent on dead 
or decaying wood. Our work also involves 
bringing together tree experts – last year, 
we were proud to host the inaugural ATF 
London meeting in Kensington Gardens.

Greg Packman is an arboriculturist for The 
Royal Parks in London, chair of the London 
group of the Ancient Tree Forum, co-opted 
member of the London Tree Officers 
Association’s Executive Committee and 
one of Pro Landscaper’s 30 Under 30: The 
Next Generation winners.


