
One stormy night in April, centuries of history came crashing 
down on the roof of Josephine Williams’ childhood home, 
breaking more than her heart. Lucy Scott hears her story

T
hey say the winds blew strangely that 
night. The gale did not come from the 
West, as many often did. And it didn’t 
arrive with the song many villagers 
knew well. On the night that the Old 
Oak fell, it was a wind like no other. 

This is the story of a tree, known by those who visited 
it as the Pontfadog Oak. It began its life almost two 
millennia ago, in a field in North Wales that would 
become the Williams’ family home, where generations 
grew in the shadows of its canopy.

Josephine Williams remembers the wind during 
the night of the 17th of April, 2013, because she knows 
most of what happened to the tree, and what she 
cannot recall is recorded in an extensive archive. 
Curated by Jo at different stages in her life, as a 
daughter, then a mother and grandmother, the 
Williams archive is an intermingling of family life and 
that of this old oak tree, both of which have roots in 
the Ceiriog earth that are impossible to pull apart.

When I visit, Josephine – who prefers to be known 
as Jo – lays down pieces from the archive, which 
overlap like leaves. There are diaries – their dates 
highlighted with bright marker pens – and newspaper 
cuttings. There are letters, kept in bulging ring 
binders, and photographs of relatives, friends and 
travellers, who posed by the oak over many years. Each 
picture is neatly annotated on the back, detailing 
when, who and why. ‘The oak was like an old friend,’ 
she says, placing photo after photo on the floor. ‘I was 
proud of it; it deserved its place in the history books.’

That fame did little to protect the oak tree when a 
ferocious spring wind snuck over the mountains from 
somewhere north of Llangollen, invading the fields 
behind the farm where it stood. With a whine, the 
wind toppled its old body flat – its branches, alive with 
buds, catching the farmhouse roof tiles as it fell. 

The next morning, a morning still as glass, Jo’s son 
Huw – now living on the farm – made the call to her 
home a few miles down the road. ‘You won’t believe 
this, mum,’ he said. ‘It’s the tree, it’s gone.’

As the family came to terms with the loss, the 
nation’s press picked up the story, too. Over the 
centuries, outsiders had gathered to touch this tree 
which had lasted over twice the 500 years typically 
expected of its species and which, at its largest, could 
lead visitors on a 42-foot walk around its trunk.

Its impressive numbers had won it coverage in 

books about the greatest trees on earth. Businessmen 
tried to buy it, and Victorians arrived on steam trains 
to marvel at it. Much later, tourists from further afield 
came to take leaves back home across the seas. And in 
1999, Tanya Austin, a girl from 
Llangennech, nurtured two 
saplings from what she thought 
were its seeds for the National 
Botanic Garden of Wales, such was 
her belief in its legacy.   

Dendrologist Michael Lear 
dated the oak in the late nineties 
using Forestry Commission 
techniques. He reckoned it could be 
as old as 1,628 years, and describes 
the oak as ‘one of the greatest 
national assets we had’. ‘Nothing 
took us back so many generations,’ 
he says. ‘When you lose a tree, you 
lose all of its stories.’

This feeling was echoed by 5,300 
signatories to a petition filed with 
the Welsh Assembly last November 
by The Woodland Trust and tree 
campaigner Rob McBride. It called 
for better protection of ancient, 
veteran and heritage trees. Around the same time, the 
Ancient Tree Forum put together a list of actions 
costing £5,700 to conserve the Pontfadog Oak. And 
still, there was nothing made available to the Williams 
to support the care of the tree. ‘So many people have 
come here in pinstriped suits, making promises,’ says 
Jo. ‘But not one followed them up.’ 

 
COWBOYS AND INDIANS 
Jo only knew the tree as the Old Oak, and in recent 
years as ‘the Old Man’. She played hide and seek in it 
and cowboys and indians around it. In adulthood, the 
tree and she remained companions; on the day she 
married, guests gathered by it to raise a glass to the 
newlyweds; when new generations arrived she would 

“ I cried for it. 
I don’t think 
anyone 
understood  
it was my 
connection 
with my 
parents. I 
grieved” 
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walk them down the valley to look at the landmark 
locals say could be seen from half a mile away. And 
on the day it fell, the family circled around it one last 
time, as TV cameras and reporters swarmed. ‘There’s 
my eldest, Eleri,’ she says, pointing to a pregnant 
woman at the centre of a photograph. ‘So glad we 
got The Bump by the tree.’

The oak, however, knew generations that 
Jo did not, some of whom marked their 
presence with a carving of their initials in its 
bark. If the tree was as old as Lear thought it 
could be, it would have begun life in the 4th 
century, and would have seen light as the age of 
the Romans began its decline. Its trunk would have 
broadened as invader Henry II was being battered 
into retreat by Welsh Prince Owain Gwynedd. When 
its own heartwood finally retreated, it became a 
shelter for farmers and animals. 

Jo and I drive along the winding roads to the 
farm, where the Old Oak remains in pieces. Five large 
sections have been carefully laid out in a field next to 
where it stood, like a lifeless whale washed ashore. ‘It 
was a family death. I cried for it. I don’t think anyone 
understood,’ Jo says as we approach a huge patch of 
bare earth behind the farmhouse. ‘I associated it so 
strongly with my parents, it was my connection to 
them. Losing it was losing them again. For a long 
time, I grieved.’

The plot wasn’t the scene of crisis I’d 
anticipated – no channels where the roots 
were wrenched, no sign that anything had 
lived here. In fact, when it fell, only two roots 
as thick as a man’s arm and not much longer 
were revealed. Later, I ask Michael Lear to 
explain. He’s shocked when I tell him how little of 
the root system remained. ‘It’s remarkable to think it 
was surviving for so long with so little,’ he says. 

we saw a large limb of the tree had fallen on the roof.’ 
That night, as she detailed events in her diary, 

little did she know that history would repeat itself 50 
years later, almost to the day. Jo and husband Brian 
had just gone to bed when they heard a similar crash. 
‘The wind had been whining and I heard this noise, 
like bricks tumbling. I shouted, “something’s wrong. 
Brian, the chimney’s come down”. We went outside 
and found car lights fixed on the ash tree next door, 
and people gathered. It had come down on the 
neighbour’s house.’ Just a few hours before it got the 
Old Oak, I ask. She nods. ‘I know, its weird.’

THE STORY MOVES FORWARD 
That night, Rob McBride was 10 miles away at his 
Shropshire home, unaware of this banshee wail, but 
felt the storm all the same. A campaigner for ancient 
trees, he’s frustrated by the lack of interest in what 
was one of the world’s oldest green monuments.

‘If the Pontfadog Oak had been a castle, it would 
have been protected,’ he says. Rob is now part of a 
consortium, including The Tree Council, the 
Woodland Trust and the Ancient Tree Forum, 
working to get the Welsh Assembly to recognise green 
monument status for other trees, including the Oak at 
Gate of the Dead, a 1,200-year-old tree also standing 
in the Ceiriog Valley. 

‘The oak provided a unique window into the past, 
says Bryn Hughes, a friend of the Williams family 
who played by the Old Oak as a child and recently 
took tourists on walking tours to see it. ‘Now it’s gone.’

I ask Jo who owned the tree. ‘No one,’ she shoots 
back. ‘We are all temporary custodians. Now, it’s up 
to the next generation.’ Her son Huw and daughter-
in-law Dianne are raising money to keep the tree in 
the valley, amid ideas about what happens next that 
include hauling it away to a museum. 

Michael Lear tells me that left to decay, the tree 
could support ecosystems for ‘decades upon decades’. 
However, its position on the farm – which made its 
long life possible – has become its worst enemy. 
Visitors continue to flock from all over the world to 
see it, leaving the Williams family with little privacy. 
As a result, the family feel that the option of leaving it 
be is a complex one. But another chapter is beginning 
to germinate, one that may see the Old Oak travel 

through more millennia yet. Attempts to micro-
propagate an exact clone of the tree are 
taking place at both the National Botanic 
Garden of Wales and the Royal Botanic 
Gardens at Kew. ‘This way it can be part of 
a new age,’ Jo says. ‘This is how the story 
moves forward.’

Back at her home, Jo goes to fetch the 
tiny seedling she’s growing from one of the 
oak’s acorns. It’s not a clone, but it will 
have inherited some of the strengths of its 
parent. As I wait to see this new growth, I 
leaf through a book on the heritage of 
trees and find a quote from naturalist 
Alexander von Humboldt, who wondered 
200 years ago why we feel for trees.

‘Because we identify with them,’ he 
said. It is that. But it is more. For Jo, it is memories, 
ghosts, shadows, the heartbeats of so many – and the 
Old Oak had them all suspended in its branches.

n  Read more about The Tree Council’s Green Monuments 
Campaign at www.treecouncil.org.uk/community-action/
green-monuments
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“ The oak 
provided  
a unique 
window into 
the past. Now 
it’s gone”

THREE OTHER  
ANCIENT OAKS
The Major Oak of Sherwood 
Forest, near Edwinstowe, 
was named after Major 

Hayman Rooke, who in 
1790 included the 

tree in a book 
about the oaks 
of Sherwood.  
Myth has it that 
outlaw Robin 

Hood hid in its 
hollow trunk. Experts 

suggest it is at least 1,000  
years old.

The Capon Oak Tree near 
Jedburgh is one of 
the last surviving 
trees of the 
ancient Jed 
Forest. Thought 
to be at least 
1,000 years old, 
it is said to have 
sheltered Capuchin 
monks travelling to 
Jedburgh Abbey.

The Meavy Oak can 
be found on the 

borders of 
Dartmoor. It is 
said to have 
been used by 
preachers 

before the 
church was built in 

the 12th century. Later, it 
played host to revelry 
during village festivals.

We walk to the field where it’s lying, the fierce sun 
illuminating its countless fissures. Its bark is 
decorated with shreds of sheep wool, dangling like 
offerings on a wishing tree. Getting closer, I explore a 
myriad of patterns and textures – the miniature 
planets of the tree’s monumental universe. In places 
are charcoal scars. And elsewhere, pencil-thick twigs 
thrust. I brush my hand over the flush cut of a stump, 
its rings – shaped with the energy of sap and seasons 
– now frozen swirls. ‘Its canopy was so vibrant,’ Jo 
remembers. ‘We couldn’t understand how part of it 
was dying but part of it was very much alive.’

Dendrologists agree there was something 
genetically special about the Old Oak, and that its 
role providing timber had helped it outlive 
expectation. But it was its position – near animals 

and away from heavy human traffic – that was 
most significant aspect of all. As the tree 

hollowed, the inside became exposed to light 
and rain, encouraging bark to form. 
‘Livestock going inside would have fertilised 
the ground, rejuvenating it and helping it to 

form roots,’ explains Michael. ‘Trees as 
important as this should have had a care plan,’ he 

adds. 
Such protection is being campaigned for by The 

Tree Council, which has been leading a mission to 
gain special protected status for trees of great 
historical, cultural or ecological significance. The 
organisation believes that the fate of Britain’s ancient 
trees depends on the individuals who care for them.  

Talk of fate makes Jo feel ‘eerie’ and reading a 
diary entry from March 1963 reveals why. ‘Six o’clock 
at night, half the old oak fell,’ the diary says. Jo picks 
up the narrative. ‘We were having terrible gales and I 
heard something crash onto the roof. I shouted to 
mum, “the chimney’s down”. But when we ran out, 

Dianne with the 
tree remains and, 
below, Josephine’s 
wedding day

Childhood fun in 
the shade of the 
ancient oak tree
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