
TREES ON BOARS HILL 

SOME NOTES 

by 

PHILI.I:' J. STE\\AHT 

~~ ,·f ~"V ~~ 

~· ~ WV\·~ 



1. The History 

Boars Hill is a cockerel-shaped slab of sandstone lying 

on a bed of clay, wnich itself reposes on limestone . These 

rocks were deposi ted more than a hundred mi l lion year s ago , 

in t he ancient sea which made the rocks of the Cotswolds 

and later of the Chi lterns. The head and the tail of the 

cockerel carry patches of 1 unbedded drift 1 
- assorted 

boulders, gravel, sand and clay, dumped by the glaciers 

that managed to reach Oxford in the Ice Age ( see map). 

After the retreat of the ice, the hill was colonized 

by the forest that spread over most of southern England . 

We can still see the relics of the old woodland in Hen Wood 

and Bagley Wood. But, being on sand, the forest was less 

vigorous than elsewhere and more easily cleared by felling 

or over-grazing. It o1ay even have been burnt off after 

drought in a spectacula r hill-top bonfire. And so was 

crea ted the almost treeless landscape of recent times -

Picketts Heath , To~~ 1 s Heath - poor, gorsey pasture, but 

admirable walking country for people like Matthew Ar nold. 

After the sea , the ice, the oaks, the cows, came 

the houses . Their owners planted great numbers of trees , 

partly for privacy and partly for ornament, crea ting the 

landsca pe that we all know. Much of this planting took place 

between 1880 and 1910 and used a narrow range of species, 

mainly Corsican pine, with the result that the tree 

population is somewhat monotonous and vulnerable and is now 

predominantly aged. 
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The return of the trees changed the character of 

the hill, blocking the vie\\S that had been its glory. ~irs 

Mary Bright Rix , writing her booklet on Boars Hi ll, deplored 

the planting, and many other s must have felt the same. Sir 

Arthur Evans built J&rn Mound in order to see over the tree­

tops , but the view from his hillock cannot compare with the 

s uccession of vistas that used to gratify a walker a long the 

Ridgeway. 

The last few years have ravaged the trees on Boars 

Hill. Dutch Elm disease has killed most of t he elrus; the drought 

of 1976 caused the death of many specimens, including most of 

the silver birches. Exceptional gales in January 1976 and 1977 

brought down a great many trees, especially pines. Beech bark 

disease has arrived on the hill and sooty bark disease of 

sycamore is not many miles away . A beetle pest, pine shoot borer, 

which can kill a tree by tunnelling under the bark in the larva l 

stage, is building up its population to dangerous levels on pine 

trees. Whether and what to plant and how to care for the sur­

vivors have become urgent questions. 

2. Composing a Landscape 

The ability to put trees together to beautify a scene 

is no doubt a gift, just like that of putting paints together, 

and like painting it can be improved by sensitive observation 

of what others have done. It does, however, present the specia l 

difficulty that the elements used are living and that they live 

on a long time scale. The picture never stays still but changes 

from year to year. A scene that is beautiful now may become ugly 

in ten or twenty years time,and the beauty of future years 
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must be prepared far in advance by imaginative planting. 

A simple rule of thumb for judging whether a garden will 

remain beautifully adorned by trees for the foreseeable future 

is to estimate the number o£ trees in each different age class 

(or size class): a ll ages should be represented , and the 

nwul>er per class should grow l arger as one comes down from 

older to younger. Another way of saying the same thing is that 

the rate of planting, thinning and felling should be fairly 

constant from decade to decade. 

3. Advice on Pl anting 

The following notes are not comprehensive: they touch only on 

certain points that are often overlooked. 

a) The site 

Those who are fortunate enough to garden on sand 

know that, though light on the back, it is heavy on the tap• In 

spite of their thirst, trees near to houses do not endanger the 

foundations, as sandy soils do not shrink when dried in the way 

that clays do. Nevertheless it may be a mistake to plant close 

to buildings. A pretty little sapling can grow big enough to 

bloclt out wint!ows or to fall on the roof. Besides a tree looks 

best when there is space around it. 

r:ind-throw is a particular danger on sand : the 

soil is not very cohesive, and roots tend to stay near the 

surface as the lower layers are poor in nutrients. Exposed sites 

should be avoided. 

Just above the contact ~~th the clay ( crosses on 

the map) there are very favourable sites for thirsty tree species. 

Water from the porous sand forms a sheet over the impermeable 

clay, giving rise to many perennial springs. Landscape architects 

took advantage of this to create a succession of lakes, for 

example those of Whitebarn, Foxcombe Hall and Warnborough Co~lege. 
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Tree planters can match these with a band of appropriate trees. 

b) Choice of species 

It is preferable to plant species of which you have 

seen ma ture specimens. The appearance of the young plant is a 

poor guide, and photographs or des criptions ~ay be misleading. 

The conunones t mistake is to plant some t hing that proves to grow 

too big for the site. Beware also of planting deciduous trees 

when you want a year-round screen; a few weeks of fine autumn 

colours may not compensate for months of bare branches - and 

pretty blossom too may be an insufficient reason for choosing. 

The lists of species given in an appendix may be useful 

to some people. They are far from exhaustive. 

c) Planting technique 

A lifetime's experience goes to m~ce a successful 

planter, but a few useful points can be made 

plant five trees for everyone that you wish to bring to 

maturity (except for hedges); 

dig a good hole, preferably in the form of a bowl, 

especially if the soil is compacted ; 

do not bury topsoi l, but put it aside and replace it at 

the surface; 

manure and water well, especially on sand; 

or surround the tree with a mulch until it is able to 

shade out competition; 

weed frequently; 

use good, vigorous planting stock, even if it costs a 

little extra. 

It may also help to throw in a handful or two of soil 

taken from round the roots of a mature tree of the same or closely 

related species. Many trees need particular strains of fungus 
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4. I-1aintenance 

As trees grow they need a certain amount of attention. The 

most comr. only neglected treatment i s thinning - removal of 

weaker trees to give more light and rooting space to the best 

ones . This shoul d be done gradually to avoid sudden exposure 

to vtind. 

If trees are given enough light they keep their lower 

branches which hang down to the ground. If it is desired to 

be able to rea ch the trunk, for example to place garden 

furniture at the foot of the tree, these branches should be 

pruned away - again gradually, so as not to give the tree a 

sudden shock. 

If young trees are seriously diseased it may be the 

sign tha t they are not adapted to the soil or climate; it may 

be best to replace them with a different species . Where older 

trees are chronically sick it may be because they are near the 

end of their natural life ,it may be time to plant a young one 

ready to follow on when the old one is felled . Trees damaged 

by an accident can often be renewed by cutting them back to 

the base and removing all but one of the coppice shoots that 

sprout up. 
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Recommended Genera or Species 

Key 

A large at ma turity (20 meters /60 feet or more) 

B medium-sized (10-20 meters/ 30-60 feet) 

c small (10 meters/ 30 feet or less) 

D aut umn colours (deciduous) 

E evergreen 

F conspicuous flowers or fruit 

G coppice regrowth 

H hedging species 

I indigenous to Britain 

K conifer 

Only the genus is indicated, except in cases where only 

some species are suitable. 'I' indicates merely that the genus 

is represented in our flora, not that all species are indigenous. 
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Appendix A 

1. Suitable for sandy or grave lly soil 

Acer 

Aesculus 

Ail anthus 

Carpinus 

Castanea 

Celtis 

Cerci a 

Crataegus 

Cunressus 

Elaeagnus 

Fagus 

Gleditschia 

I lex -
Juniperus 

I.aurus 

Nothofagus 

Phillyrea 

Pinus 

Populus alba 

Populus canescens 

Prunus avium 

Prunus cerasifera 

Prunus spinosa 

Pyrus 

Quercus eerris 
Quercus ilex 
Quercus mirbeckii 
Quercus petrea 
Quercus rubra 

Robinia 

Salix caprea 

J.laples and sycamore 

Horse chestnut 

Tree of Heaven 

Horn beams 

Chestnuts 

Nettle trees 

Judas tree 

Hawthorne 

Cypress es 

Bohemian olive 

Beech 

Honey-locusts 

Hollies 

Junipers 

Bay 

Southern beeches 

false olive 

Pines 

\\hi te poplar 

grey poplar 

Bird cherry 

Cherry plum 

Black thorn 

Pear 

Turkey oak 
holm oak 
Algerian oak 
sessile oak 
red oak 

false acacias 

goat willow 

A-C ,D, G,I 

A-C ,D.F 

A,D 

B-C,D,G,H,I 

A,D, G 

B ,D 

C,D ,F 

C,D,F,G,H,I 

C,D 

A,D,G,H,I 

A,D,F 

B-C,E,F,G,H,I 

C,E,I,K 

C,E 

A-B, D/E 

C,E 

A-B ,E, I ,K 

A,D,G 

A,D,G 

A,D,F,G,I 

C,D,F,G 

C,D,F,G,I 

B-C,D,F 

A,D,G 
B,E,G 

A,D,G 
A,D,G,I 
A,D,G 

A-B, D, F 
C,D,G,I 



Salix cinerea 

Sophora 

Stewartia monadelpha 

Taxus 

Tilia 
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grey willow 

pagoda trees 

flowering Stewart tree 

yews 

limes 

Abies 

2. Suit able for clay s oils 

firs 

Acer maples & sycamore 

Aesculus horse chestnuts 

Alnus alders 

Betula birches 

Carpinus hornbeams 

Chamaecyparis false cypresses 

Crataegus hawthorns 

Fraxinus ashes 

~ hollies 

Laburnum watch-chain tree 

Larix larches 

Liriodendron tulip tree 

Malus apples 

Platanus planes 

Populus poplars 

Prunus cherries 

Que reus oaks 

Salix willows 

Sorbus service trees 

Taxus yew 

C,D,G 

A,D,F 

B-C,D, F 

C,E,F,H,I,K 

A,D ,F, G,I 

A,E,K 

A-C,D,G,I 

A-C,D,F 

A-C,D,F 

A-B ,D,G,I 

B-C,D,G,H,I 

A-C,E,H,K 

C,D,F,G,H,I 

A-B,D,G,I 

B-C,E,F,G,H,I 

C,D,F 

A,D,K 

A,D,F 

C,D,F 

A,D 

A-B,D,G,I 

A-C,D,F,I 

A-B,D,I 

B-C,D,G,I 

B-C,D,F,G,I 

C,E,F,H,I,K 
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Thuja Arbor vitae 

Tilia Limes 

3. Suitable for t he contact of sand and clay 

~ost of t he above, depending whether on sand or 
clay , and in addition: 

Amelanchier snowy mespilus 

Betula nigra rive r birch 

Hippophae rhamnoides sea buckthorn 

~lagnolia virginiana swamp bay 

.Hespilus medlar 

~Jetasequoia dawn cypress 

Picea sitchensis sitka spruce 

Pseudotsuga menziesii Douglas fir 

Pterocarya fraxinifolia Caucasian wingnut 

Quercus palustris pin oak 

Sequoia giant redwood 

Tax odium swamp cypress 

A,E,H,K 

A,D ,F,G,I 

C,D,F 

B,D 

C,D 

C,D,F 

C,D,F 

A,D,K 

A,E,K 

A,E,K 

A,D 

A,D 

A,E,K 

A,D,K 
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Appendix B 

Tree Addresses 

1 . Grants of 5~~ for amenity plantings of less than 1/4 hectar e: 
(2/3 acre) 

Department of Planning and Deve lopment 
Vale of \~hi te Horse District Council 
25 Bridge Street 
Abingdon 

2 . Grants of £ 300 for productive plant ati ons of more than 1 hectare: 
1i 

Forestry Commission 
District Forest Officer 
Upper Icknield Way 
Wendower 

3. Donations accepted for amenity plantings at 50 pence per tree: 

\~oodland Trust 
Butterbrook 
Harford 
Ivybridge 
Devon 

4. New planting scheme {?): 
The Tree Council 
Room 202 
17/ 19 Rochester Row 
London,S.W. l. 

5· Genera l advice from: 
The Arboricultural Association 
Brokerswood House 
Brolte rs wood 
West bury 
\\ iltshire. 

Appendix C 

Geological details 
by 

Frances Bennett 

Boars Hi ll is composed of an outlier of iron-rich sandstone (Lower 
Greensand) approximately 50' thick, resting unconformably ~n the Kimme­
ridge Clay.This Clay is 90' tbick a nd passes conformably downwards through 
Bo• of .Corallian Limestone into the 400' thick Oxford Clay which forms the 
Vale of Oxford. 

At the highest point on Boars Hill,west of Picketts Heath Farm, 
the Gault Clay may be found to a depth of less than 101 lying unconformably 
on the sandstone. 
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These deposi ts were laid down in deep (the clays) 
and shallow(the sandstone) seas at various times between 100 
t o 150 million years ago . Periods of denudation by weathering 
often occurred between the retreating and advancing seas causing 
the next deposi t to l ie unconformably on the irregular surface. 

An area of Boars Hill between Picketts Heath Farm and 
Jarn Hound and a l so around Foxcombe Lane, has been covered by 
unbedded drift, which almost compl etely obscures the Gault Clay 
at the surface. This drift comprises a sand and gravel wi th 
pebbles a nd cobbles to a depth of up to 8•, but is gener a lly 
thinner. This deposit was l a id down by glaciers less t han 1 
million years ago, evidenced by the origin of the cobbles 
being traced back in the \':est l-iidlands and Lincolnshire , where 
the glaciers collect ed them. 

Finally, the rivers Cherwell and Thames eroded deep 
valleys in the landscape leaving Boars Hill as a high spur 
overlooking the valleys • 

•••• 

Prepared by Philip J . Stewart 
for the Boars Hill Association 

1978 
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