OBSERVATIONS OF TARA’s GIANT SEQUOIAS (Wellingtonia)

1. Giant Sequoias were not introduced into the UK until 1853. Tree planting in stately homes, halls and parks started in the years following this date. The present Ashe Hall was built in 1856 and it is likely that the 51 trees on site were planted then or soon after. I have found no planting records in the hall history. This age of 157 years and their current heights and girths are typical of other UK specimens planted in the mid 1850’s.
2. There is a wide diversity of measured heights and girths of the trees which reflects their growing environment. The shallow roots, local ground conditions and closeness to other trees all support this difference in  development. The following observations clarify this observation in more detail:
a. The 22 driveway trees on average are over a metre smaller than the ‘stand-alone’ trees on the open grasslands and wooded areas to the south. These ‘avenue’ trees are only 9 metres apart both down and across the drive and their roots are partly covered by tarmac. At the Ash Lane and house ends (larger tarmac areas) the trees are 2 – 3 metres shorter than centre ones. i.e. Tree 1 = 23.9m, 2 = 21.8m, 6 = 27.7m, 7 = 28.5m, 11 = 24.6m, 12 = 23.3m. Trees 12 – 22 show a similar height pattern.
b. In 2013 the months of July & August had the lowest rainfall since 1996 and moderate (10 – 20%) browning of foliage has occurred. All the site sequoias have been affected but those on the avenue have suffered the worst. Other site tree species (deeper roots) have shown few symptoms. In 1976 there was no rainfall from mid-April to early September, so all of the foliage must have been brown and the trees would have probably looked dead? They all recovered from that very rare UK weather.
c. All of the avenue trees and other trees in wooded areas have started to lose their lower branches. A normal event that occurs in defence of forest fires. In another 200 – 250 years when these trees will be nearer twice their current height (and 10 metres in circumference) the lower half of their trunks will be more or less branch free. This process is much slower in the grassland specimens and in one particular tree, No. 42 this process has not yet started for some reason?
d. Tree 42 is unlike any other giant sequoia at Tara! I have not seen a similar tree in the hundreds of UK sequoias photographed (Redwood World site1.) Its not the tallest, at 22 metres but it has 3rd broadest trunk and has by far the most foliage of any Tara sequoia. It has still retained its young conical shape and at 5 metres from the ground (its widest point) this foliage is 13 metres in diameter. This shape is typical of a 30 – 40 year old sequoia and not that of a 157 year old! Well I suppose it does get regular feed (grass cuttings), has no other competing trees, is not under any threat of undergrowth fire and is not fighting for light! So its relaxed - why do I need to grow so tall or lose my lower branches – what intelligence? - I’ve checked it - but haven’t seen any eyes as yet?
e. Tree 42’s closest two neighbours are also record-breakers. Tree 43 is the broadest site tree at 6.63 metres (trunk circumference at 1.5m height) and is the 3rd tallest tree. Tree 44 is the tallest sequoia by 2 metres at 29.8 metres high. This will be the first tree to pass the 30 metre mark in 2014.
3. Visitors can feel the spongy, fibrous, fire resistant bark which is 0.15 metres thick on the lower trunks but can anyone suggest what has made the 8 – 10 cm diameter holes in the bark of several of the avenue trees? These are not on the other site sequoias or seen on photographs of other UK sequoias1. 
4. The trunk of tree 48 was covered in ivy so all the ivy stems have received 15 cm cut-outs (NB. Pulling these off would have a serious risk of bark damage). Some other trees in wooded areas need some similar treatment but very large nettles have so far prevented this? 
5. Tree 50 is the smallest sequoia at Tara. In fact it was almost missed in the survey. It is the closest tree on site (3.5 metres) to any other big sequoia. It is also very close to a Scots Pine whose branches are covering the domed top of this sequoia like an umbrella! The sequoia is however fighting back and has grown outwards at its top to avoid this nuisance tree. It will be interesting to see this struggle develop in another 10 - 20 years time -  I’m sure the sequoia will prevail and have a interesting kink in its trunk at 15 metres?
6. I would really like to thank all those at Tara who have allowed the accumulation of the data on these beautiful trees. A special thank you to my grandson Ewan Nicol who helped measure, GPS and photograph these for 4 days of his summer break. Finally to the three red kites that cried out and circled 100 metres above the tops of the avenue trees on that hot (14 August) day those trees were measured, the icing on the cake!.
Volunteer John – September 2013
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