
Ancient Tree Walk in Cowdray Park (19th October 2019) - Terry Smith 

I met the Sussex branch of the Ancient Tree Forum at the Cowdray Farm Shop, Easebourne.  
Before we left the car park, boots were disinfected and we were given a brief history of Cowdray 
Park by Richard Everett, the Head Forester.   
 
325 trees in the Cowdray Park and Gardens are registered on the Woodland Trust’s Ancient Tree 
Inventory.  That compares to 2,000 within the South Downs National Park and 5,000 within Sussex 
(East and West).  Five of the Cowdray trees (maidens and pollards) are over ten metres in girth 
and there are some larger coppice stools. 
 
The estate has existed since 1185.  The first records are of the Bohunt family who built several 
houses up to the 16th century when it was purchased by William Fitzwilliam, the Earl of 
Southampton, who enclosed it in 1532.  The house was built around 1542.  The park covers 240 
hectares. 
 
Landscape improvements, including re-landscaping of formal gardens around the house, were 
made in the 1760s and 1770s by Capability Brown at the request of the 7th Viscount Montague. 
The plans were destroyed with the Tudor house in a fire during renovations in 1793, although 
some records still exist and show payments totalling £3,459.   
 
The estate was bought in 1842 by Lord Egremont who extended the hunting lodge to use as a 
residence. 
 
In 1909 the Pearson family bought the estate and it is currently owned by the 4th Viscount 
Cowdray.  The golf course was established in 1904 and polo pitches followed after WW2.   
The estate covers 16,500 acres stretching to Haslemere with 35% woodland cover and is 
managed by a team of eleven foresters with conservation objectives, including Heyshott Common 
SSSI.  15,000 tonnes of timber are harvested per annum, mainly conifer with some hardwood.   
 

 

We crossed the A272 Petworth road to The Race, an 
avenue of large trees, mainly sweet chestnut with some 
oak, on the edge of the original emparked area next to 
the remains of the deer park wall.  An 18th century map 
of the avenue shows an extensive line of trees to the 
main house.  The age of the trees is unclear although 
Capability Brown would have brought some in and some 
may be older.  Sweet Chestnut grows well on greensand 
and the trees here are larger than those of a similar age 
in other areas.  135 of the trees in the avenue are 
recorded on the Ancient Tree Inventory; the largest has a 
girth of 8 metres while the average is around 5m. 
 
The Race is a well-used permissive path.  Some of the 
trees have retrenched and a few are dead.  We stopped 
for a discussion on safety issues and possible 
approaches to management.  

 
There had been some more recent planting between the older trees, most recently after the 1987 
storm.  Some of the younger trees were dying, having been rejected and suppressed by the larger 
trees. 
 
Large branches were cleared from paths.  Some smaller trees were suffering elsewhere.  Using a 
cherry picker to remove branches causing concern and a ‘pull test’ (throwing a rope over a branch 
and pulling on it) were suggested.  Most branches that fall have leaves.  Prune to promote 
epicormic growth for long-term safety.  Elsewhere on the estate, pruning had killed trees.  Sweet 
Chestnut has strong heartwood and there were no concerns about leaving trunks as standing 
deadwood. 
 
A survey had shown the path is used by 50 – 60 people on weekdays and double that number at 
weekends.  The path was more popular in summer.  Six people are killed by trees in the UK each 



year, four on roads.  Other suggestions included closing the path during high winds and surveying 
large branches after major storms and rescinding or re-routing the permissive path.   
 
A survey of the trees in The Race had recently been completed.  The next survey would record 
wildlife, including woodpeckers and bats, etc. 
 
Rob Jarman had written a thesis on the origins and cultural significance of sweet chestnut. 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/336770613_Sweet_chestnut_Castanea_sativa_Mill_in_B
ritain_a_multi-proxy_approach_to_determine_its_origins_and_cultural_significance 
 
We turned right through a gap onto a footpath and up a gentle slope across a field.  Through the 
hedge at the far end we passed an avenue with 55 Lime and London Plane and stopped at the 
Halfway Hut on the golf course for refreshments.  31 trees on the golf course are recorded on the 
ATI and two ancient oaks could be seen from the hut.  There are more sessile oaks than 
peduncular oaks in Cowdray Park. 
 

 

We walked into the 
old deer park which 
has been grazed 
continuously, where 
we stopped at an 
oak, estimated to be 
around a thousand 
years old, in its final 
stage of life.  The 
tree was completely 
hollow with less than 
half of the trunk  

remaining and a large slab of the trunk on the ground nearby.   
However, it was clearly still alive and appeared healthy with 
plenty of foliage.  

 
The highlight of the walk was the Queen Elizabeth I Oak with a girth of 12.6m, second only to the 
Marton Oak in Cheshire.  The tree was given its name after Queen Elizabeth I sat under its 
branches during a hunting trip in August 1591.  This tree is also thought to be approximately 1,000 
years old.  In 2002 it was designated by The Tree Council as one of fifty Great British Trees to 
mark the golden jubilee of our current sovereign, as explained on the plaque. 
The tree had been pollarded in the past and the inside had been burnt.  It was fenced twenty years 
ago as protection from grazing stock. 
 

 

 
 
The Queen Elizabeth I Oak 

 
   



 

 

The Lady in Waiting. 
 

 

 
A short distance away and part way up a hill is the Lady in Waiting, another sessile oak, which was 
fenced this year to protect it from grazing stock, particularly overwintering polo ponies, and to deter 
visitors from climbing inside to take photographs.  The tree has produced acorns this year and 
some are being grown to provide trees for succession. 
  
At the top of the hill we looked down on the Jubilee Avenue of 60 common limes planted in 2012 to 
recreate an avenue shown on either side of a footpath on an Ordnance Survey map from 1808.   
 
Our next stop was the 450 year old Cowdray Colossus (see photos), not the tallest or fattest sweet 
chestnut on the Cowdray Estate, but the largest in terms of overall size at 26m tall and 11.8m girth 
at 1m.  Ponies were repeatedly scraping bark away and now that it has been fenced there is some 
new growth from the base.  There were some concerns that if there is substantial new growth that 
may cause the tree to retrench.   
 

 

 
 

Cowdray Colussus Sweet Chestnut 

 
We passed a black poplar (one of 38 in the whole of Sussex) on the edge of the arboretum which 
is laid out like the spokes of a wheel and can clearly be seen on Google satellite view near to 
Benbow Pond.  There are just over 1,000 trees of 126 species in the arboretum. 
 
Crossing the A272 we measured a tall sweet chestnut at the entrance to Moor Farm as 9.95m at 
1.5m.  Along a gated road we stopped at another impressive oak where concrete had been 
pumped into a cavity.  In the 1960s and 1970s this was common practice to stabilise trees and 
several other trees on the estate have received the same treatment.  It can cause further problems 
for the health of the tree and if the tree needs to be removed and is no longer considered good 
practice.  There was a fence around the tree to prevent public access and the large enclosure was 
regenerating naturally with oak which had been re-spaced a few years ago.   
 



 

Above:  Measuring the sweet chestnut at the 
entrance to Moor Farm. 
 
Right:  The ‘concrete’ oak.  

 
Our final visit was to the Wellingtonia Avenue, planted on the edge of the formal garden near to the 
house in the 1870s.  The largest tree had a girth in excess of 10m although we were unable to see 
it due to access restrictions. 
 
The walk was about four miles, but took over four hours because we had lots of stops to look at 
and talk about the wonderful trees.  We were spoilt for choice and trees that would normally be the 
highlight of a walk were passed without comment because we were focused on particular 
specimens.  The trees look a lot more impressive in real life. 
 
Ancient Tree Inventory https://ati.woodlandtrust.org.uk/ 
Ancient Tree Forum http://www.ancienttreeforum.co.uk/ 
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