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An old oak tree is a witness to time in a way difficult for humans to perceive, for an oak may live for 

many hundreds of years, well beyond our generational memory. And in every year of its life, an oak 

lays down a record in its annual rings, leaving clues for us to follow back into much deeper history. 

Of course, those rings help us to age a tree, but they also record changes in climate and the 

environment, providing insights so important to addressing the big issues that we face today. 

It has been an absolute honour to assist The Society of William Wallace with investigating the history 

of the Wallace Oak. 

Even an oak tree must die eventually and sadly, after many struggles and attempts to save it, The 

Wallace Oak finally fell in the early 1990s and was removed from this site. This was not the end of 

the oak’s story, however, because after the Society rediscovered its whereabouts, we were able to 

study its form and its tree rings, and to piece together its story – with some help from old photos, 

local newspaper articles and historic maps. Finding the embedded chain confirmed we had the right 

tree. 

A sample from the lowest solid section of the tree’s remains was aged through dendrochronology 

and spanned 1786 to 1977, a span of just under 200 years. But old photos and articles revealed that 

the dated section related to an important event in 1768 when the landowner, the Earl of Glencairn, 

of Finlaystone House, made efforts to save what was then already an ancient, hollow and culturally 

significant tree. He had the tree bored and pitch poured into the hollow stem, which rejuvenated the 

tree so that it sent up new shoots from above the hollow base. The solid section that I could age was 

18th century regrowth after that early attempt to save the tree. 

So how old is the tree? An oak tree can easily live for 500 years without any management, but rather 

like the Earl’s intervention, if an oak is carefully managed by coppicing or pollarding (cutting the tree 

back at regular intervals either near the base or higher up) this will prolong its life. The double 

stemmed form noted in old records indicates The Wallace Oak had been coppiced in the distant 

past. Elsewhere in Scotland tree-ring dating has shown that old managed oaks at Cadzow and 

Dalkeith go back to at least the 15th and 16th centuries, and the dated ones there are not yet hollow. 

For an old oak to become hollow probably takes another few hundred years. 

While we cannot scientifically age a hollow oak, we can infer that an age of say 700, or even 800 or 

900 years is possible for an oak like this. Sir William Wallace was captured in 1305, only 463 years 

before the Earl tried to save this hollow tree. It is highly likely this oak was already a substantial tree 

by the time Wallace was captured.  

In Wallace’s lifetime, the landscape here would have been far more wooded. Oak-rich woodlands 

would have clothed these slopes and settlement would be small and dispersed. The medieval elites 

may have hunted in these woods which then hosted so much wildlife including not only deer but 

wolves to keep their numbers in check. 
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The Wallace Oak lives on, not only in this beautiful memorial, but no doubt in many offspring. An old 

oak might produce a million acorns in its long life, and while only a small proportion become trees, 

each of these will start producing acorns after about 40 years. If it had not been for the impacts of 

man, we would now be standing in a vast forest of Wallace Oak offspring, something perhaps to 

inspire us in reforesting our beautiful country of Scotland. 

So, when you walk past a living oak tree in this area, please give it a little nod, or even a hug, for it 

may well be a child of Wallace’s Oak. 

Thank you 

 

 

 

 


