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Congrove Arboretum, July 6

The kick-off to these Oak Open Days was at Manor Farm, Upton Cheyney where 
IOS members and other guests assembled for a delicious lunch generously provided 
by Christine and Ben Battle. After this we all proceeded to Congrove Arboretum, 
approximately half a mile from the farm. 

Sadly, Christine had injured her ankle and was unable to show the group around this 
remarkable collection that she began some 16 years ago. Today it comprises a wide range 
of genera, including some 235 oak taxa. Congrove Arboretum is situated in a south-
facing valley and covers an area of aproximately 65 acres/26 hectares with the land 
sloping down to a stream.

There are areas that offer 
reasonable protection and the 
experiment of growing less hardy 
species has been attempted. These 
include Quercus insignis M. Martens 
& Galeotti, Q. corrugata Hook. and 
Q. rubramenta Trel. – all on the 
edge of what could possibly survive 
in the UK. At Kew the Q. insignis 
is cut down every year and regrows 
from the ground. Christine’s plants 
of these three species have survived 
two winters although these have 
been relatively mild. As has been 
found in other UK collections, a 

number of the oaks introduced from Mexico have grown incredibly well: Q. acutifolia 
Née, Q. acherdophylla Trel., Q. affinis Scheidw., and Q. crassifolia Bonpl. to name but 
a few.

Attempting to lead oak fanatics to where their favorite trees could be found in the 
collection was obviously going to be a challenge: it can only be compared to herding 
Soay sheep...they all disappear in different directions! Hopefully IOS members had a 
chance to see most of the oak collection. 

Particular thanks must go to Béatrice Chassé and Eike Jablonski for identifying certain 
species. Unfortunately there is never enough time to fully explore an arboretum such as 
this to one’s satisfaction but there are many gems (not all oaks) in the collection of which 
Christine is particularly proud. Favorites include her specimen of Pinus armandii Franch. 
(that has coned well for the first time, aged just 12), a Callitris rhomboidea R. Br. ex 
Rich. & A. Rich. from the Southern Hemisphere, Populus lasiocarpa Oliv. with its huge 
leaves and dramatic crimson petioles, and a collection of species Magnolia including a 
four-year-old M. rostrata W.W. Sm. which is growing well in its woodland setting and 
already has leaves well over 18 in/46 cm long.

With great good fortune the Arboretum is now in the hands of Tam and Sandra Gorst 
who have shown great appreciation for the collection and so hopefully it will continue to 
develop and grow under their thoughtful and sensitive stewardship.

It is a very special place.

1/ The warmest and most protected location where less-hardy 
species have been planted at Congrove Arboretum.
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3/ Quercus insignis growing at Congrove (3a) and the huge acorn of this species (3b). First described in 
1843, this species was introduced to cultivation in 1995 by Allen Coombes. Its natural distribution range 
covers southern Mexico (Chiapas, Jalisco, Oaxaca and Veracruz), Belize, Costa Rica, Guatemala, Honduras, 
Nicaragua and Panama. According to the Red List of Oaks it is endangered in Mexico and Near Threatened 
in Guatemala, although reports indicate that it is still abundant in Nicaragua. Q. insignis would certainly 
have a place on the podium in a “who-has-the-most-spectacular-acorn?” contest.

2/ Quercus hirtifolia M.L. Vázquez et al. at Congrove (2a) and in Puebla (2b). Discovered in 1996 in Venta 
Grande (Puebla, Mexico) along the road that goes from Huauchinango to Tulancingo, the name was officially 
published in 2004 and the first seeds introduced to Europe in 2007 by Allen Coombes. It is endemic to the 
southern part of the Sierra Madre Orientale and only eight disjunct populations are known. According to 
the Red List of Oaks, there is not enough data available to determine its status. During the Post-Conference 
Tour of the 6th International Oak Society Conference in Puebla, one of the stops was to see these trees in their 
natural habitat.

2a

2b

3a

3b
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a

b

c d
4/ A few of Congrove’s residents. a) Quercus acuta Thunb. b) Q. repanda Bonpl. c) Q. germana
d) Q. candicans Née.
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5/ Christine Battle’s expertise with plants goes beyond raising them. Today she is widely recognized as a 
talented artist, as shown here. Quercus guyavifolia H. Lév, painted by Christine Battle for Curtis’s Botanical 
Magazine t. 734 (2012), and reproduced here with their permission.
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Leigh Delamere House, July 6

Harriet Tupper, Chairman of the International Dendrology Society and member of the 
IOS kindly invited the participants to visit her private garden at Leigh Delamere House, 
only a short drive from Congrove, at the end of the day.

There are many things to marvel at in this well-kept garden, and amongst them, about 
20 species of oak, all set off by vestiges of ancient oak woodland. Q. frainetto Ten., Q. 
phillyreoides A. Gray, Q. pontica K. Koch and Q. rysophylla Weath. are doing well here, 
and a quick stroll by the greenhouse revealed that there may soon be more oaks at Leigh 
Delamere House: numerous seedlings of a recent collection in Turkey of atypically large 
acorns of Q. pubescens Willd. were all looking very healthy.

We also had the occasion to admire three very nice trees showing remarkable variation 
between them although all were grown from seeds collected in 2002 in Iran from one 
individual of Q. castaneifolia C.A. Mey. One of the trees has very typical Q. castaneifolia 
leaves whilst the other two present very marked Q. cerris characteristics. The group 
discussed whether or not these could be hybrids. 

I was intrigued by this and decided 
to look a bit further into the matter. 
Harriet very kindly put me in touch 
with David Sayers, who was the tour 
guide for the trip to Iran. What he 
told me was that the Q. castaneifolia 
in question live in a reserve of 136 
ac/55 ha in Dasht-e Naz at very low 
altitude (approximately 33 ft/10 m) 
where the only oak to be found is 
Q. castaneifolia. Still, it has been 
shown that pollen can come from 
afar. 

But in fact, according to Michael 
Avishai, Q. cerris is not found 
anywhere in Iran. From the Far 
East to Morocco, different species 
replace one another along the 
southern boundary of the Temperate 
Zone. These species (Q. afares 
Pomel, Q. castaneifolia and Q. 
cerris, on one end, and the Chinese-
Japanese species, on the other) 
never occur in the same area. 

In Oaks of Asia, Menitsky (2005) 
comments about Q. castaneifolia, 

“Morphologically quite stable, although occasionally, particularly on shoots arising 
from the trunk, there appear leaf forms that are similar to the varieties of Q. cerris.” 
Mme Camus writes that Q. castaneifolia var. obtusiloba Freyn (today a synonym of 
Q. castaneifolia) presents leaves with deeper sinuses at the base and generally smaller, 
more papery-like leaves with obtuse rather than acute teeth. She notes also that a range 

6/ Leigh Delamere House.

7/ Quercus pubescens seedlings.
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of intermediate forms exists and 
that this particular one seems to 
be characteristic of low-altitude 
forests. These descriptions seem 
to fit the trees that we saw (Camus 
1936-1954).

The wonderful weather that we 
had enjoyed all day held true to 
the end as we finished the wine 
graciously offered us by our hostess. 
We then got bundled back into cars 
and headed to our hotel in a nearby 
village before rejoining Harriet for 
dinner at a local pub that she had 
recommended.

Westonbirt, the National Arboretum, July 7

Comprising about 2,500 woody-plants (represented by about 15,000 specimens) 
Westonbirt consists of three main areas: the Old Arboretum, the Silk Wood (ancient, semi-
natural woodland) and the Grade I Registered Downs (grasslands). This 600-acre/240-
hectare arboretum holds five national collection labels, harbors 80 champion trees and 
attracts 350,000 visitors a year.

8/ Quercus castaneifolia showing remarkable phenotypic 
variation.

9/ The renowned Acer Glade at Westonbirt.
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Today, Westonbirt is run by the UK Forestry Commission who acquired it in 1956 from 
the Holford family. Major work – including rerouting several roads, diverting streams, 
and actually moving the village of Weston Birt – had been completed in the 1840s by 
tree and landscape enthusiast Robert Staynor Holford (1808-1892). His objective was 
to enlarge the original park created in 1674 that had been subsequently divided into two 
parks in the 1700s. Robert S. Holford was the son of George Peter Holford, himself the 
second son of Peter Holford who founded the family fortune by supplying London with 
fresh water through a canal. Robert Holford’s son, Sir George Lindsay Holford, shared 
his father’s horticultural inclination, adding to it his particular passion for orchids. He 
was the driving force in the Arboretum’s development through the 1880s, expanding it 
into the Silk Wood, planting new species in the natural woodlands that are part of the 
Arboretum, developing the vast rhododendron and maple collections that Westonbirt is 
known for today, and contributing to botanic expeditions like Ernest Wilson’s various trips 
to China. Between 1926 when Sir George died and 1956 when the Forestry Commission 
bought the land the Arboretum had first been placed under the care of W.J. Mitchell and 
was subsequently requisitioned by the Air Ministry for use during World War Two.

Dan Crowley, Dendrologist, and Hugh Angus, former Head of Collections and now 
retired, met us at the gate for a warm and informative welcome by Simon Toomer, 
Westonbirt’s Director since 2009. To be highly recommended to anyone interested in 
planting trees is Simon Toomer’s book, Planting and Maintaining a Tree Collection 
(Toomer 2010). 

The oak collection, comprising a little over 300 taxa, is in two different areas. In the 
Old Arboretum (that we visited in the afternoon) can be found the original plantings plus 
native Q. robur L. that have been preserved and have had the time to become regal. The 
younger oak collection (that we visited in the morning), begun in the second half of the 20th 

10/ A magnificent Quercus frainetto Ten. (more than 82 ft/25 m tall) grafted on Q. robur and planted at the 
end of the 19th century in the Silk Wood.
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century, has been developed in the part of the Arboretum referred to as Silk Wood, where 
some oaks had already been planted. This part of the collection includes specimens of 
eight oak species that are classified by the IUCN as either endangered (EN) or vulnerable 
(VU). And the oak collection 
continues to grow: plantings in 2014 
include several trees of Quercus ilex 
L., Q. phillyreoides A. Gray, and Q. 
sideroxyla Bonpl.

Westonbirt boasts three UK 
champion oaks. One for height: Q. 
macranthera Fisch. & C.A. Mey, 92 
ft/28 m, measured in 2007; and two 
for height and girth: Q. pyrenaica 
‘Pendula’ Ottolander, 79 ft/24 m 
tall with a girth of 104 in/264 cm, 
measured in 2008; Q. frainetto Ten. 
× pyrenaica Willd. 40 ft/12 m tall 
with a girth of 31 in/79 cm. The 
Arboretum also lists Q. pyrenaica as 
one of its signature trees, i.e., trees 
that, over time or by selection, have 
come to perform a particular role 
in Westonbirt’s landscape owing to 
their size, location or number.

Majestic specimens of Q. robur 
L. can be found growing throughout 

11 a-b/ Discussion around a Quercus macrocarpa of the 
Oliviformis Group F. Michx., characterized by a very shallow, 
sometimes inexistent “waist” (see above photo) and by very 
small acorns.

a

b
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the Arboretum with a particularly remarkable one near the Main Drive/Circular Drive 
junction. Several venerable trees dominate the Downs and there is hardly a visitor whose 
eyes are not attracted to them, their ageless presence an invitation to contemplation 
and possibly wishful thinking. There are many Q. canariensis Lam. planted here and a 
particularly beautiful one can be found toward the northern edge of the oak collection in 
Silk Wood, near the end of Broad Drive.

Two of the (easier) puzzles that we encountered during the day included a Quercus 
sp. which most of us agreed was very likely Q. ×hispanica Lam., and a tree labelled Q. 
engelmannii Greene, that was without question Q. agrifolia Née. The latter, although 
growing a bit in the shade, is a beautiful and very healthy tree.

Westonbirt is spectacular and one would need a week to do it justice. It is a dynamic 
place with a motivated team that is confronting the problems faced by any such institution 
in these troubled economic times. This inevitably involves finding the right balance 
between the need, on the one hand, to attract an audience, and, on the other, to maintain 
the botanical and scientific value of the individual collections and of the Arboretum in its 
global functioning. 
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