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Wessex ATF visit to Mottisfont 
Julian Hight, who chairs ATF Wessex, reports on the group’s 
autumn visit to Mottisfont Abbey in Hampshire.
From humble beginnings as an early 13th Century Augustinian priory to a grand country retreat 
for London’s artistic elite, Mottisfont has been in the care of the National Trust since 1957, and has a 
treescape to reflect its long history.
Around 30 people gathered on the morning of 9th October at Mottisfont Abbey in Hampshire for 

the seventh Wessex ATF field visit. Our host for the day was Gary Underwood – National Trust head 
gardener at Mottisfont – who following introductions led us on sylvan tour of the abbey grounds.
We proceeded to walk a circuit around the manor house, starting at the Mottisfont Great Plane 

(Platinus x hispanica)– its 12 metre circumference and a recent height measurement of 36 metres 
made by drone mark it as the UK’s champion of the species. 
Thought to have been planted c1740 by 

then owner Sir Richard Mill – making it 
contemporary with the current Georgian 
mansion house – Gary explained that the 
tree’s place among 14 other mature planes on 
the estate credits Mottisfont as holder of the 
National Plane Collection.
We made our way to the ‘Wild Play 

Climbing Bog’, where Gary explained the 
Trust’s policy of making safe the area, while 
trying to keep tree works to a minimum.

below: The Mottisfont Great Plane  
right: Gary Underwood discusses the tree



We made our way to a large veteran 
Hornbeam (Carpinus betulus), fenced off with 
a low rope to minimise compaction from 
visitor footfall. it stood in a natural mulch 
of its own fallen leaves (Jim Mullholland 
commended Gary for not raking them up.)
The tree is sited beside the ancient spring 

after which Mottisfont takes its name (‘Moot’ 
deriving from Saxon: ‘to meet’, ‘font’ from the 
Latin for ‘spring’.) It still provides a perfect 
meeting place at the head of the spring.
Moving across the lawns, Gary led us to 

3 open-grown veteran Sweet chestnuts 
(Castenea sativa) with trunks measuring 
between 5.5-6.5 metres in circumference,  
 
 

suggesting that they may have been 
planted around the same time as the 
London plane trees.
An avenue of Mulberry trees line the 

path to the western gate, and cover 
a range of ages. The oldest leans 
heavily, as the species is inclined, and 
has been propped for support. 
We were shown to ‘Napoleon’s 

Crab’ – a veteran crab apple (Malus 
sylvestris) that stands on the edge 
of the lawn to the east of the house. 
Thought to be around 200 years old, 
its hollowing trunk supports a crown 
harbouring mistletoe, which Gary 
and his team are trying to control, 
but not completely remove.  

top: Veteran hornbeam beside 
the ancient spring that the 

abbey is named after

above: ancient sweet chestnut

right: Napoleon’s crab apple



Heading away from the house, we passed a 
large Black poplar, which had been heavily 
crown reduced due to its ‘target area’. 
We made our way across the meadow 

towards what would turn out to be the 
highlight of the day: the majestic Oakley Oak.
Standing in pasture on the eastern bank of 

a tributary of the River Test, the 10.74 metre 
girthed ancient hollow oak (Quercus robur), 
could be rooted in Mottisfont’s beginnings.
It was pointed out by several ATF members 

that sheep grazing as it stands could be 
detrimental to the tree’s health.

However, the oak looked in fine health, and 
displayed a fine crop of acorns, some of which 
were collected for future planting in the 
grounds at Mottisfont.
Thanks to Gary and his team for a great day.

Julian Hight    1 December 2019

above: Veteran black poplar
right: Veteran mulberry 

below: Attendees beneath the Mottisfont Oak


