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Ashtead Common  

Veteran Tree Trail 

General information 

As with many historic commons, the people of Ashtead in years gone by, had rights to graze their 

animals and collect firewood.  Cutting trees above the height animals could reach created pollards, 

and these pollards were cut time and time again for centuries. The pollards on Ashtead Common are 

all oak and were last cut in the late 1800s.  Since then the pollarded trees have become lapsed and 

shaded, making them fragile and prone to collapse.  By the 1930s animals ceased to be brought to 

the site to graze, resulting in young trees growing up around the old oaks.   

The value of these old veteran pollarded oaks began to be realised in the 1980s and by the time the 

City of London bought Ashtead Common in 1991 it was recognised that intervention was necessary 

to conserve them.  So began the process of clearing around the oaks and reducing their crowns, the 

story of which we will tell as you find your way through this ancient landscape. 

New management challenges present themselves on a regular basis, for example in 2016 oak 

processionary moth (Thaumetopoea processionea) was first recorded on the site. This pest poses a 

threat to human health due to irritating hairs found on the caterpillar. To manage this pest nests 

removed by hand in areas of high public use. This method has been chosen over chemical spraying 

due to the negative impact spraying has on native insect species.  

The trees on this self-guided trail are old and fragile, care should be taken to avoid standing beneath 

these trees if the weather is windy during your visit. Ashtead Common is home to a population of 

wild deer and, unfortunately, ticks. Make sure you take measures to limit the likelihood of ticks 

being able to get to your skin, wear insect repellent and check yourself thoroughly when you get 

home. Ticks can carry Lyme disease, a bacterial infection. Follow NHS advice if you suspect you have 

contracted Lyme disease: https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/lyme-disease/ 

https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/lyme-disease/
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Stop A Grassland/Scrub Mosaic. 

This area was cleared after the Second World War and therefore does not contain any veteran trees; 

that does not mean that you should walk on too quickly though. Read on to find out the important 

role this habitat plays.  

Due to lack of management, the vegetation cover in this area changed from open grassland habitat 

to being dominated by scrub. At its peak the scrub reached approximately 90% coverage with only 

10% grassland. The dominance of scrub was at the detriment of other habitats, for example by 

outcompeting grassland habitat. The site is designated as a Site of Special Scientific Interest in part 

for breeding birds which require a mix of scrub and grassland. It is important, therefore, to maintain 

open areas alongside areas of scrub. 

To redress the balance, work started to open up this habitat and achieve an approximately 50/50 

split between scrub and grassland. Once this is achieved, we will continue to manage the scrub, so it 

does not dominate the habitat again. Reducing the area covered by scrub has diversified this habitat, 

allowing room for species-rich neutral grassland containing orchids and other wild flowers. However, 

we do not want to remove the scrub altogether. Scrub provides a valuable nectar and pollen source 

for the adult stages of many saproxylic invertebrate species associated with veteran trees. Many of 

these species have a limited dispersal range and therefore need veteran trees and flowering bushes 

and plants in close proximity to complete their life cycles. Have a look at the trees that have been 

retained, these are the veteran trees of the future! 
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Stop B Wishing Tree 

One of a handful of named trees on the Common, this tree has a particular link with local 

communities. Three generations of school children have visited this tree to add trinkets and make 

wishes. This practice reflects the cultural value of trees in belief systems or religion. Trees feature 

heavily in folklore, particularly in relation to their healing powers. It is likely that people may have 

wished for ill loved ones to get better or, for the greedy, wishes may have been made in the hope of 

financial success. 

The Wishing Tree is a lapsed pollard. Look at the form of the tree; the trunk is straight to about 2.5-

3m, above which there are multiple branches growing from one point. Once a widespread practice, 

pollarding was undertaken to produce either winter fodder for livestock, firewood or wood for 

building. The large branches growing from the bolling indicate that pollarding of this tree ceased 

quite some time ago; pollard branches, when in a regular cycle, would typically be removed when 

much smaller.  

Due to the length of time elapsed since this tree was last cut, it is not intended to re-instate 

pollarding. Cutting back to the bolling would create large wounds causing dysfunction and risk 

shortening the life of the tree. Instead this tree is managed as a ‘high veteran’. The management 

involves a phased crown reduction, which was started in the mid-2000s. The purpose of which is to 

reduce the bio-mechanical forces acting on the tree by shortening the length of the regrowth and to 

encourage the development of epicormic growth low down. Look at the main branches, see how the 

epicormic growth extends all the way from the tips down to the bolling? This is a very good sign, 

firstly because it indicates that the tree has good vitality, but also the spread of this growth indicates 

that the tree is a good candidate to encourage retrenchment through pruning. However, the cuts 

will never reach the bolling. It is important that this epicormic growth is maintained, in particular on 

the lower sections of the tree, as this can easily be shaded out.  

The vegetation surrounding the tree has been managed to ensure it does not compete with the tree 

and shade it out; this process is known as halo release. Look at the shape of the branches. Initially 

they grew away from the trunk, spreading out laterally; this indicates they grew in a more open 

environment. Having grown laterally for several meters they then rise upwards steeply; this change 

was brought about by shade from neighbouring trees; the branches of the Wishing Tree grew 

upwards in search of sunlight. Halo release seeks to let sufficient sunlight reach the tree. However, 

care needs to be taken to not open up the tree too quickly, the potential implications of opening up 

trees too quickly include mechanical failure due to increased exposure or trees suffering from sun-

scorch or drought stress due to changing light and temperature levels. The first stage of the halo 

release, undertaken in 2010, involved removing vegetation growing beneath and into the crown as 

well as providing at least a 1m clearance beyond the edge of the crown. The latter was achieved by a 

high halo, where selected branches were removed from neighbouring trees. The existing halo will be 

maintained and increased in size over the next 10 years. 

Common to most sites with public access, soil compaction is an issue when people walk close to 

trees. Look at the footpath, the soil is compacted and vegetation is absent due to the lack of air in 

the soil; the air spaces are squeezed out when compacted.  
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Stop C Transition from Shaded to Open Wood Pasture 

We believe that the Common was once entirely covered by wood pasture, a habitat comprising a 

mix of open grown trees (often pollards) with grassland or heathland beneath and grazed by 

livestock. When grazing on the site ceased in the 1930s, scrub began to develop which eventually 

developed into secondary closed canopy woodland.  

This area marks a transition between shaded and more open wood pasture. This opening up of 

habitat provides space for neutral grassland and young scrub around the veteran trees and provides 

a suitable environment for young trees to establish and grow into future veterans; look to see if you 

can spot any future veteran trees growing up from the scrub.  

This transition to a more open wood pasture was started by halo releasing the veteran trees to 

ensure that these receive enough sunlight in combination with cutting fire breaks. The fire breaks 

serve two purposes; firstly, they provide a sufficient gap to prevent the spread of fire (see Stop D for 

more information on the consequences of fire at Ashtead) and secondly, they provide edge habitat 

which adds diversity by adding structure and allowing sunlight in. 

Wood pasture restoration is happening across the site, see Stop H for another example. The 

management plan for the Common seeks to increase areas of open wood pasture over time.  
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Stop D Phoenix Grazing Area (Wood Pasture) 

Ashtead Common is prone to fires due to the low levels of rainfall and presence of a large amount of 

combustible plant material, primarily bracken (Pteridium aquilinum). In 1989 there was a fire that 

lasted three days, during which 460 veteran trees were killed. This is a significant proportion of the 

site’s veteran tree population, which at the time numbered approximately 2000 trees. Fire is the 

greatest threat to the Common, and therefore the veteran trees. 

As you look around the grazing area, you will see a number of standing dead trees. These have been 

retained for the decaying wood habitat these trees provide. Despite being dead, these trees still 

contribute to the decaying wood resource on the site, which helps to support a range of saproxylic 

invertebrates. The majority of these trees are oak trees and, due to the durable nature of the wood, 

will decay slowly for decades; many of the trees in this area died in the 1989 fire but are still 

standing. 

From 2011 to the time of writing (2019), the bracken in this area was pulled by hand. Managing the 

bracken helps reduce the risk of fire and keeps the habitat open, promoting the development of 

grassland and providing room for veteran trees. Hand pulling was chosen as the preferred technique 

in this location during this period as it avoided the use of chemicals or machinery. However, 

elsewhere chemical spray and machinery are used because this is the only efficient way to tackle the 

issue on a larger scale.   

Just outside of the grazing area, a trackway was installed in the late 1990s. The track itself enables 

livestock to be brought onto and taken off the site whatever the weather. Grazing was re-introduced 

to this field in 2010; twelve cattle now graze this area on a seasonal basis. 
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Stop E Districts 

You are currently standing on a track that bisects district five. The significance of this for the 

management of trees at Ashtead Common is revealed below. 

The staff at Ashtead Common have been at the cutting edge of veteran tree management (pun 

intended!). In the mid-1990s, concerns were raised over the structural integrity of the lapsed pollard 

trees, when a number began to fail. The lapse in management meant that the regrowth on these 

pollards had grown unchecked. This regrowth had grown to the size of trees, which were perched on 

top of, often decaying trunks. Fears that more trees would fail led to the cutting of lapsed pollards. 

Initially trees were cut quite hard, with a large amount of foliage being removed in one intervention. 

This led to a number of the managed trees dying.  

During the 2000s the trees were resurveyed and individual tree management plans produced. 

Management was tailored to individual trees and lessons from past mistakes borne in mind. An 

example of this is that trees are crown reduced in phases over a period of time rather than in one 

go. This provides the tree time to respond before the subsequent cut. The key benefits of phasing 

the reductions are that less crown area is removed in one go, initially there are fewer cuts which are 

smaller in diameter and the tree is given time to adapt before the next cut is made.  The 

development of epicormic shoots after cutting enables the tree to recover the lost foliage area and 

maintain vascular connections to the roots. The ideal situation is that the epicormic growth will 

develop on or near the bolling producing a new crown lower down which can support the tree. This 

lower crown will enable the subsequent cut to be made below the first cuts, but only if the tree 

responds well from the first cuts.  

To implement the management required by the Individual Tree Management Plans, each winter 

approximately 100-120 trees were cut. The cost of this was approximately £40,000 per year, this 

money had to be found from an overall site budget of just £100,000. Part of this expense was due to 

the logistics of sending tree management teams to individual trees spread across the whole site; the 

team would first have to get onto site with the necessary equipment, find the tree (more difficult 

than it sounds – even with the best maps), and then once they completed the work on that tree they 

had to traipse, often long distances, across the site to the next tree.  

During the winter of 2013/14 a new ‘district’ approach was adopted. The site was split into 10 

districts; these were divided by obvious tracks so they could be easily found on the ground. This 

approach sees a single district managed each year thereby working the site on a 10-year cycle. 

Before works commence, the district is surveyed and work items added to the existing work 

schedule set out by the individual tree management plans. This approach has significantly improved 

the logistics; all tree management in any given year is undertaken within approximately 300m 

instead of scattered across the site. This has helped reduce the cost of the annual veteran tree 

management by half for the same quality and quantity of work. In a time of budget cuts and having 

to do ‘more with less’, this type of long-term planning has helped secure the veteran trees for years 

to come.  
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Stop F Lapsed Oak Pollard 

Another example of a pollard that was left unmanaged for a length of time. This tree faces similar 

threats to other lapsed pollards on the site; shading and structural failure. Look at the two dead 

branches arising from the bolling; this is a result of shade cast by surrounding vegetation. The 

vegetation surrounding the tree has been managed to ensure it does not compete with the old 

pollard and shade it out; known as halo release. The first stage of the halo release, undertaken in 

2011, involved removing vegetation growing beneath and into the crown. The second stage 

clearance was undertaken in 2017 and involved the removal of selected branches from neighbouring 

trees (known as a high halo). The existing halo will be maintained and increased in size during 

subsequent cycles of cutting. The epicormic growth on the trunk and main branches has two distinct 

stages of growth, these reflect the two stages of halo work undertaken to-date.  

Have a look at the main branches, see how the epicormic growth extends all the way down to the 

bolling, similar to the Wishing Tree at Stop B? Keep this in your mind and compare it to the King Oak 

at Stop J and Picnic Oak at Stop K.  

The woody material created during the halo clearance has been stacked in habitat piles away from 

the base of the tree. During the 10-year period between cuts, the ground vegetation surrounding 

the tree will grow significantly, especially as more sunlight has been let in as a result of the halo 

clearance. Stacking the material away from the tree ensures that when the tree management team 

return in 10 years, they can access the tree without having to move any decaying wood. 

Around this tree, the holly used to be cut at ground level as a part of the halo clearance work. Due to 

the fact that there are not grazing animals in this area, the holly regrowth made revisiting the tree 

difficult after a few years. The holly is now removed using a tree popper, a tool that removes woody 

plants by levering the plant out of the ground at the base, preventing any regrowth. 
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Stop G Epsom Gap  

Entering from the A243, Epsom Gap provides access for the tree management teams to the west and 

north of the site. You might be puzzled by the lack of veteran trees at this stop. What has this got to 

do with veteran tree management?  

A hardstanding has been installed adjacent to the track in this area. This provides parking and 

storage space with easy access to the road. Formalising this area also focuses traffic and storage at 

this location; in this way it helps prevent it spilling over to the rest of the site.  
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Stop H Wood Pasture Restoration 

As part of the plans to restore wood pasture across the site, this area is in the process of being 

converted to a more open form of wood pasture. In 2012, silver birch trees were removed to begin 

opening up the habitat. Silver birch are early coloniser trees, their seeds spread easily on the wind 

and as a result are some of the first trees to germinate in open habitats when grazing is ceased. If 

allowed to dominate an area, silver birch can shade veteran trees and prevent new trees developing 

an open grown form, which is essential if the tree is going to live for a long period of time. 

Once the silver birch trees were removed, the area was grazed with cattle. Grazing will help keep 

silver birch under control. This area contains few veteran trees at present. It is anticipated however, 

that the open habitat with patches of scrub, grazed by a low number of cattle being managed for, 

will provide perfect conditions for the next generation of veteran trees to develop.  

Currently (2019) there is a juxtaposition of the two different types of habitat either side of the track 

(in different districts). One side is closed canopy woodland yet to be managed and contains a high 

proportion of silver birch. On the other side there is an area being restored to wood pasture. 

Depending on when you visit you can follow the change, as within the coming 10 years, the closed 

canopy side is due to be opened up. 
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Stop I Birch Avenue  

The track you are walking on is another example of a fire break which helps restrict how far a 

potential fire can spread. This was created and is maintained by using a grass mower. The use of this 

piece of machinery causes compaction of the soil but is an essential management tool to protect the 

site from fire. This is an example of a management compromise we face.  

The oak tree next to the path is one of the first trees cut on the site in 1995. It is unusual because it 

survived such a heavy cut. Look at the regrowth, which reflects over 20 years of growth. This 

illustrates the impact that the original cutting had on the trees; despite being able to re-grow 

following this cut it has grown at a very slow rate. 

Have a look next to this oak tree, there is an oak that has had its main leader removed. This is to 

develop this tree into a pollard and thereby create a new pollard which can provide habitats for the 

future. The new management plan will cover the period of 2021 to 2031 and will include targets for 

creating new pollards to ensure we have veteran trees for the future. 
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Stop J King Oak  

Another example of a named tree, this tree receives its name from its location in the landscape. It 

sits on top of the hill holding dominion over the rest of the site and is thought to contain over 20 

tonnes of timber - not that we have plans to harvest it! Like a large number of the lapsed pollards at 

Ashtead, the regrowth on this tree has reached such proportions that it is at risk of failing. If a 

significant branch were to fail it would cause significant damage to the tree, compromising its future 

survival.  

This is a well-known and much-loved tree in a prominent location. Famous trees, clearly in the public 

eye such as this, can add to the complications of management decisions: Is cutting the best option? 

If so, how much needs to be cut? How often should it be cut? These were questions that were 

discussed by staff at Ashtead Common; no one wants to be the person who let a tree fail due to lack 

of action or die from cutting too much! To complicate matters, the tree sits on top of a Scheduled 

Ancient Monument (Bronze Age settlement). Archaeologists generally do not like trees growing on 

the banks of Scheduled Ancient Monuments, however the King Oak is retained due to its age and 

value. 

Once a plan of action had been agreed, management was undertaken. This involves a phased crown 

reduction which seeks to reduce the biomechanical forces acting on the tree by shortening the 

length of the large branches and to encourage the development of epicormic growth low down. A 

10% crown reduction was undertaken in 2014 and further cuts will occur in 2026. The surrounding 

land is mown once a year to prevent other trees from regenerating on the Scheduled Ancient 

Monument. 

Whilst the tree is in good health, look at the main branches and where the growth is. Compare this 

to the previous lapsed oak pollards you have seen (Stop B the Wishing Tree and Stop F Lapsed 

Pollard). The King Oak has little epicormic growth low down and it is almost entirely absent from the 

bolling. This is likely to be as a result of the shading by the dense crown of the tree. Compared to the 

two other lapsed pollards, the location of epicormic growth means that there is limited capacity to 

help the tree retrench in its current state. As with all trees on site, this will be monitored and 

management prescribed based on its condition and response to previous management.  
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Stop K Picnic Oak  

The construction of the railway to Ashtead in 1859 brought day visitors from London for the first 

time. Visitors came to get away from the City, to breath fresh air, admire the scenery and take in the 

views. Picnic Oak was a favoured spot due to the view towards the Downs that could be taken in 

when sitting beneath this tree. 

Due to lack of grazing, secondary woodland developed, like many other locations on the site. Halo 

clearance work is also being carried out here. The first stage of the halo release, undertaken in 2014, 

involved removing vegetation growing beneath and into the canopy. The existing halo will be 

maintained and increased in size over the next 10 years.  

Look at the epicormic growth on the bolling and main branches, similar to the King Oak at Stop J; 

there is very little on the bolling. The live growth on the main branches is concentrated at the tops of 

the branches. This is likely to be due to the shading caused by surrounding trees and the trees own 

crown. Similar to the King Oak, the result is that there is limited capacity to encourage the tree to 

retrench in its current state. The tree was subject to a 10% reduction in 2016 to address structural 

concerns. The condition of the tree will be revaluated and further management is currently planned 

for 2026, but may change, depending on the results of monitoring.  
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Thank You 

We hoped you have enjoyed your visit to Ashtead Common to learn about the management of 

veteran trees. There are more self-guided veteran tree management trails at Burnham Beeches, 

Epping Forest and Hampstead Heath. More details can be found on the Ancient Tree Forum website 

(http://www.ancienttreeforum.co.uk). 

The Ancient Tree Forum website also contains a wide range of resources on all aspects of veteran 

tree management, including books, ancient tree guides, videos and magazine articles 

(http://www.ancienttreeforum.co.uk/resources). 

Have you taken VETcert? VETcert a certification scheme for professionals working with veteran 

trees. VETcert enables you to test your knowledge and skills as well as to stand out from the crowd. 

There are two levels of certification, practising and consultant, reflecting the different roles within 

the industry. See the Ancient Tree Forum website or www.vetcert.eu for more information. 

Thank you to the City of London Corporation for funding this project and also to Shaun Waddell and 

Andrew Thwaites for providing their time and expertise.  
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Glossary 

Biomechanical forces – the forces acting on a tree as a result of wind or gravity.  

Bolling - a term used to describe pollard heads or sometimes the entire permanent framework of a 

pollarded tree. 

Epicormic - pertaining to shoots or roots which are initiated on woody stems; shoots can form in this 

way from dormant buds or they can be adventitious. 

Fodder – cut branches (leaves and twigs) typically dried and fed to livestock during winter months 

when other food is scarce. 

Retrench – progressive reduction in the size of the crown of an old tree, by means of the dieback or 

breakage of twigs and small branches, accompanied by the enhanced development of the lower or 

inner parts of the crown. 

Halo clearance/haloing- in veteran tree management, the phased thinning or clearance of non-

veteran trees or shrubs that are harming one or more veteran trees by shading or other competition. 

Pollard – a tree that is managed by on a cyclical basis by the complete or partial removal of the 

crown of a young tree so as to encourage the development of numerous branches. 

Saproxylic - pertaining to organisms that depend on decaying wood for their habitats. 

Secondary woodland – woodland that has developed due to a change in land use, e.g. cessation of 

grazing.  

Wood pasture – a habitat that typically contains large, open-grown or pollarded trees at varying 

densities, in a matrix of grassland or heathland, scrub and sometimes with areas of denser or closed-

canopy woodland. 

 

 


