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‘Rough winds do shake ..’ (W.S.)

To many visitors, Shotover is a place
for walking in majestic and tranquil
woodland. One of the delights of Shotover is
the range of contrasting wooded areas: the
Oaks of Brasenose Wood, the Lime avenue
of Shotover House and the Ash and Pine of
the C.S.Lewis Reserve. It is not unusual to
walk in shady Ash, Oak and Hazel one
minute, and soon after, emerge into the open
airy atmosphere of Silver Birch and Rowan:
maybe noticing ‘pussy’ Willow along the way.
To see these trees the traveller would have
started his journey on clay (Hazel), moved
onto drier sand (Birch) and passed by an
area of marsh (Willow). The fascinating
variety of trees reflects the contrasting soils
across the hill.

Most of Shotover’s trees have seeded
naturally, and some only thrive in a suitable
soil. Willow prefers it wet, Whitebeam must
have calcium, yet Oak will grow in most
soils. In Johnson’s Piece, a few specimen
trees were planted in a small arboretum
around 1900 by Oxford University: these
trees would not have seeded naturally.

Brasenose Wood is mostly Oak on
heavy clay and is a ‘semi-natural’ woodland.
Although few of these Oaks have been
planted, many years of similar management
have created a mixture of Oak ‘standards’
with an under-story of Hazel.

The intricate mosaic of soil and
vegetation is not only a delight for the
walker, it supports a particularly rich diversity
of wildlife such as birds, small mammals,
flora and a vast range of insects.

There are over 40
species of tree on Shotover,
including several scarcities such as
Small-leaved Elm, Bird Cherry and Wild
Service Tree. The Wild Service Tree is not
common in Britain, but is entwined into the
fabric of our history as a source of medicine,
beer flavouring, and a fine-grained timber
that was perfect for the stocks of cross-
bows.

The arboretum has magnificent
examples of Sweet Chestnut, Beech, and
various Maples. Elsewhere among the more
common trees there are some particularly
old Rowan and Holly: two trees steeped in
folk culture and superstition.

Trees and Conservation
Shotover’s older trees and woodland

are a vital foundation for wildlife. Together
with the heath, these habitats support our
rarest of plants and insects. In contrast to
this, many parts of Shotover Country Park
are abandoned pasture: now overgrown with
trees. Although these younger trees are of
value to birds and insects, the ground flora is
poor, especially when compared to the heath
and grassland that it invades and out-
competes.

In the Country Park (also a Site of
Special Scientific Interest), it is necessary to
balance the importance of woodland and
heath; and some tree felling is essential.

In Brasenose Wood the felling of older
Oaks was a historic management regime.
On Shotover Hill only younger trees are
felled, and these would not have been left to
reach this age, if the national decline in
heath could have been anticipated.

Shotover Oaks

Over time, the English
or Pedunculate Oak has become
common around the south of
England compared to the once-
dominant Sessile Oak. The English
Oak was encouraged for it’s valuable
timber and pannage (acorns for
feeding pigs), and today, it continues
to seed naturally.

On Shotover Hill, the oldest
Oaks are those marking the original
field boundaries as most of the hill
was bare of trees 150 years ago.
Brasenose Wood has been Oak
woodland for at least 800 years,
yet most of the trees are only
about 200 years old. The
woodland has been
cleared many times for
timber: most notably around 1630
for ship building.

How old is the Shotover Oak?
Investigations by Shotover Wildlife have

discovered a vast range of growth rates in
Shotover Oaks, and that circumference can
be a poor indicator of a tree’s age. An Oak
tree that you can just get your arms around
could be as young as 50 years (especially on



the hill) or as old as 170 years (especially in
Brasenose Wood).

Based on tree ring data from local
Oaks, and advice from the Ancient Tree
Forum, the well-known Shotover Oak, near
the Plain, is likely to be about 400 years old.
This suggests that the tree may have been a
reasonable size when the fields were
‘enclosed’, and could have germinated in the
reign of Queen Elizabeth I. The tree is still
healthy and has a 5 metre girth.

Enjoy the trees on Shotover

While walking around Shotover, take
this leaflet with you, and look out for the 18
trees that are listed in the table below. Tick
them off as you find them. (If you don’t have a
pen, prick the paper with a Hawthorn spine!)

Write in the date and see how many
you can identify at different times of the year.

Date: Observer:

Ash Lime

Aspen Oak

Beech Rowan

Blackthorn Scots Pine

Elm Silver Birch

Field Maple Sweet Chestnut

Hazel Sycamore

Holly Wild Cherry

Larch Willow

SHOTOVER ROYAL FOREST
In Britain there is probably no woodland

that has always been so since prehistory.
Beginning with the first agriculture about 4,000
years ago, major changes in the landscape
would have occurred all over the region. Most
of the current ancient woodland in Britain
dates back to when the Saxon kings decided
to make ‘forest laws’ and have huge areas for
their own private hunting.

The first defined boundary for Shotover
Forest extended as far as Magdalen Bridge
and Beckley, and was documented in 1298.
However, following the ravages of civil war
and the demands of ship building, Shotover
Royal Forest became an administrative
burden and poor quality hunting forest. The
area was ‘disafforested’ from the Crown in
1660. The only section of the 1298 Shotover
boundary that still edges the SSSI today is
between Horspath and Brasenose Wood.
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