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Ancient trees

Ancient trees are valuable for wildlife. They are full of cervices and holes, and provide homes for thousands of species of plants, birds, mammals, insects, lichens, mosses and fungi, including many rare and threatened species. Clusters of ancient trees are even more important because together they will offer a wide range of habitats for specialist species in one small area. There are estimated to be 150-200 really rare species associated with older trees, including 27 Red Data Book beetles.

We don’t expect to find huge numbers of ancient trees in Plumpton but we do want to know how many there are and where they are. So far none has been recorded in Plumpton parish but four trees are to be seen from East Chiltington on the interactive map at www.ancient-tree-hunt.org.uk.

How do you know when a tree is ancient enough to be recordable as such? Trees progress through three phases of growth: a formative period; middle age or maturity; and senescence. In the first phase growth can be relatively rapid until the canopy is fully developed, usually after 40-100 years, and then growth stabilises, with the girth increasing at a regular rate. In old age the crown of the tree may sustain damage, branches begin to fall off and the leaf area decreases so that growth slows down. Some species, such as oak and sweet chestnut keep faithfully to these three phases of growth but others do not. Pioneer trees such as poplar, willow and alder frequently have a productive but short formative period and then go straight into senescence. Birch, which is relatively short-lived, tends to have an extremely brief middle-age. Yew lives a charmed existence and can return to formative rates of growth at almost any stage in its very long life so it is very difficult to know how old it is unless there are historical records of it being planted.

Using information on the relationship between girth and number of annual rings from felled trees gathered over many years it is possible to estimate the approximate age of living trees by measuring the girth at 1.5 m above the ground. A tree can be recorded as ancient if its girth is more than the size given in the table below or it has at least three separate features associated with ancient trees: bark loss, major deadwood, rot, cavities, decay holes, trunk hollows and fungi.

	Tree species
	Girth at 1.5 m

	Hawthorn, rowan, birch, field maple
	150 cm

	Cherry, holly, hazel, hornbeam
	230 cm

	Ash, beech, Scot’s pine, alder, willow, yew
	300 cm

	Oak, sycamore, lime, horse chestnut, sweet chestnut, elm, poplar, other pines and exotics
	450 cm


Our survey, in co-operation with the Parish Tree Warden, Denise Hall, aims to record all the ancient trees in Plumpton. If you know of a tree that may be ancient and that you would like us to record, or if you would like to join in the search, please let us know (jacqueline.hutson@btinternet.com or 01273 890341).
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