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The Oldest Tree – A venerable London Plane

This tree has been here a long time.  Is it the oldest tree in the City?  
Nobody knows for sure.  Maybe it was the tree Wordsworth had in 
mind in 1797 when he wrote this poem ... 

The London Plane can cast off its old bark in flakes, giving the trunk its 
characteristic camouflage pattern.  Fresh new bark grows underneath.   

Look at where this tree is standing.  Hard to imagine now a “vale of Cheapside”.

The trunk of a London Plane is a pathway for agile 
grey squirrels.  The many birds that live in the City 
of London shelter here too.

At the corner of Wood Street, when daylight appears,

Hangs a Thrush that sings loud, it has sung for three years:

Poor Susan has passed by the spot, and has heard

In the silence of morning the song of the Bird.

‘Tis a note of enchantment; what ails her? She sees

A mountain ascending, a vision of trees;

Bright volumes of vapour through Lothbury glide,

And a river flows on through the vale of Cheapside.

From A Reverie of Poor Susan, Wm. Wordsworth, 1797
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Most queenly – Magnolia ‘Elizabeth’ and the Queen Mum’s Cherry Tree

In the quiet and secluded Barber Surgeon’s Garden you will find a 
magnolia planted in 2002 to commemorate the Queen’s Golden 
Jubilee.  The ‘Elizabeth’, a magnolia with yellow-tinted flowers, 
comes from Brooklyn NY.  

While you’re 
here don’t 
miss the 
medicinal herb 
garden, the 
bastion on the 
Roman Wall 
and the ducks 
on the pond.

Nearby is the Queen 
Mother’s favourite 
tree, the winter-
flowering cherry. 
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Most Historical – The Black Mulberry on Noble Street    

All together now …. 
Here we go round the Mulberry Bush
The Mulberry Bush, the Mulberry Bush
Here we go round the Mulberry Bush
On a cold and frosty morning

Mulberry buds in Spring,
ready to burst into life. 

Black mulberry trees can grow to a 
very great age so it’s not surprising 
there are many stories about them, 
from ancient times through to 
Shakespeare and right up to today.  
There’s even a nursery rhyme – do 
you know the tune?

Not to be confused with the white 
mulberry – silkworms eat white 
mulberry leaves, not black – our 
black mulberries are hardy, grow 
almost anywhere and can live for 
hundreds of years.  In Summer the 
squashy fruit provides a feast for 
birds and a bit of a mess on the 
pavement.
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Most Beautiful – Postman’s Park – The Handkerchief Tree

Why is it called the handkerchief tree?  
It’s because of the flowers.  They aren’t 
really flowers, they are specialised 
leaves.  White, like ghostly handkerchiefs 
waving or, some say, white doves 
flapping their wings.  The flower is the 
pompom inside.  A breezy day in May is 
when you can see the handkerchief tree 
at its best.  

Symbol of sacrifice and peace
The Handkerchief Tree is called The Dove Tree in China, from the story of a 
Chinese princess, married off to a Mongolian warlord to bring peace instead 
of war.  She was homesick and lonely.  Every day she sent a letter home 
carried by a dove.  The doves landed on the same tree outside her home, 
where the letters fluttered like handkerchiefs. That’s how this lovely tree 
came to stand for self-sacrifice and peace.
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The Most Unusual – Smithfield Rotunda – Two Caucasian Wingnuts

Wingnuts come from Iran.  They 
have been planted in England 
since the 1800’s.  Don’t plant one 
in a small garden because it will 
grow to be a splendid tree 
needing lots of space.  There are 
two here in the Rotunda, giving 
lots of shade and habitat for much 
biodiversity. 
Wingnut leaves are like ash tree 
leaves but Wingnuts are in the 
walnut family.  The flowers are 
plump catkins in Spring.  In 
Autumn the fruits become nuts 
each with a pair of little wings. It’s 
no surprise that the Smithfield 
squirrels love these trees.

temporary
photograph,

to be replaced
by a better one

Here are the Rotunda 
Wingnut flowers in 
Springtime, with last year’s 
plane tree fruits in the 
background.
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Most Indestructible – The Gingko

Gingko leaves have a distinctive 
shape, like maidenhair fern leaves.  
That’s why it is also called the 
maidenhair tree.  
The leaves turn from green to gold in 
Autumn.  When the leaves fall you 
can see the distinctive shape of the 
tree.
Most Gingkos in the City are male.  
That’s because the fruit (on the 
female tree) has a bad smell although 
the nuts inside are said to taste good.

The Gingko is an ancient tree.  It goes so far back that it has no  
close relatives in other trees, it’s a sub-family all by itself.  Having 
survived on Earth for so long it has out-lived all its diseases too so 
there’s nothing much that attacks it, except perhaps man.
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Most dangerous – The Headache Tree at St Magnus the Martyr

This is the Californian Bay, a tree 
native to North America, hailing 
from Oregon.  But nibble these 
leaves or spend too long pruning 
one of these trees and you may end 
up with a sore head.  
Despite the name it’s not the same 
as a bay tree so don’t put one of 
these leaves into anything you are 
cooking. The headache seems to be 
caused by complex chemical 
elements in the leaves, and it 
doesn’t affect everyone.  
The City is happy to accommodate 
one of these interesting trees here 
at St Magnus.


