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60. GWYNEDD COAST 
One tree has long been known from the Craig y Gigfran on Garth Point, an area of Cambrian and 
Ordovician rock on the coast of the Menai Strait in Bangor. 

I also have an unconfirmed record of a tree alongside the Conwy Estuary on the Benarth Estate to 
the south east of Conwy itself. My informant thought it might have been planted, but the geology 
and the general situation are of the type favoured by the species and the area warrants further 
investigation. 

61. ANGLESEY 
There is a long history of the species (possibly planted) at Trefarthen, near Brynsiencyn close to the 
Menai Strait in the south-west of the island (Davies 1813) although it has not been seen recently as 
far as I know. Non-native trees, including Sorbus spp., have been extensively planted in some parts 
of Anglesey (Sell 1989), but there is no overriding reason why the Wild Service should not be native 
here. 

The underlying rocks in this part of Anglesey are metamorphic Horneblende Schists, but almost 
the whole island is overlain by a mantle of Boulder Clay. 

62. LIVERPOOL 
There is a record of a Wild Service on the rocks at Knot's Hole, Liverpool "in a situation quite 
exposed to the salt water, and where it must occasionally be washed by the spray of the sea" 
(Withering 1818). There have been no recent reports. In many ways this location is analogous to 
those were the species grows on various parts of the coast of Wales, or further north around 
Morecambe Bay. The rocks at Knot's Hole are New Red Sandstone. 

63. FOREST OF ARDEN 
There is a strong concentration of records in the area south of Birmingham that is roughly congruent 
with the ancient Forest of Arden. The trees are found in woods and hedges, almost entirely on 
Keuper Marl. 

64. NORTH EAST MIDLAND PLAIN AND FOREST OF CHARNWOOD 
North of the Arden area the tree becomes very much scarcer. Its chances of survival have been 
reduced by urban development and agriculture and, as is the case in other areas, it does not grow as 
successfully on the extensive Boulder Clay and drift as on other soils. As in the south Midlands and 
places further north, it is absent from the very extensive Lower Lias. 

There is a small concentration of trees on the Westphalian Series of the Carboniferous east of 
Sutton Coldfield and another in the northern part of Charnwood Forest. Elsewhere the records, 
mainly from Keuper Marl, are very thinly scattered and mostly date back some considerable time. 

65. STAFFORDSHIRE AND SOUTH DERBYSHIRE 
There are scattered records from the Needwood Forest and Bagot's Park area of Staffordshire with 
an isolated hedgerow tree from a neighbouring part of Derbyshire. Most are on Boulder Clay, 
although the underlying stratum is Keuper Marl throughout. 

66. NORTHAMPTONSHIRE AND ROCKlNGHAM FOREST 
The tree has long been known in northern Northamptonshire and north western Cambridgeshire in 
the old Rockingham Forest area. The early 19th century poet John Clare, who came from this 
neighbourhood, was familiar with the tree and called it by its local name of Surrey as well as Service 
Tree in his writing (Clare 1832). J. R. Gilson (pers. comm., 1977) has reported that parish bounds in 
the Rockingham Forest area used to be beaten with branches of the tree, and the branches also used 
to be carried at the head of village processions (Grindon 1883). All this indicates that the tree has 
long been familiar in the countryside here. 

It now grows almost exclusively in woods, and occasionally hedges, on soils derived from the 
Oolitic limestone formations that are so characteristic of this area and generally avoids places where 
there is a Boulder Clay covering. This is in contrast to the examples immediately to the north where 
thp. reverse is true and Boulder Clav seems to be preferred. 
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67. RUTLAND AND KESTEVEN 

There are still widespread records from this once heavily wooded area, although many trees were 
destroyed during the replacement of deciduous woods by conifer plantations after the Second 
World War. 

The tree is particularly concentrated on the Boulder Clay spur followed by the Great North Road 
from a few km north of Stamford to Grantham and records extend westwards on a similar substrate 
to Dunsby in Lincolnshire. To the south east there are scattered records across the Vale of Catmose 
area and from beyond Oakham. 

Both in Rockingham Forest and this area, pheasant shooting has been popular, particularly on 
the large estates, since the last century. Many Wild Service trees grow in the coverts where the birds 
are raised or roost and the birds are known to be very fond of its fruit (Conwentz 1895). This may, to 
some extent, have helped the tree survive as gamekeepers undoubtedly know what their birds like. 
In some cases the species could have been deliberately introduced, particularly into the smaller 
woods that are wholly artificial and that were established with game and foxes in mind. 

68. HUNTIN6DONSHIJ.E 

There is a group of records from central Huntingdonshire and one to the south near St Neots. These 
are on Boulder Clay and the underlying Oxford Clay. In the case of the latter, it is remarkable how 
the cluster of records to the south-east of Sawtry (which includes Monks Wood) almost exactly 
matches a small area where the Oxford Clay is not covered by glacial drift. 

69. BARDNEY FOREST, LINCOLNSIDltE 

Although much of the countryside to the east of Lincoln is now conifer plantation, there are still 
some remnants of the ancient wildwood that persisted here until the middle of the 19th century and 
the area is noted for its rich wildlife. 

Records of the Wild Service are numerous and are concentrated in an area only some 14 x 20 km 
in size. They grow almost entirely on the Boulder Clay. although a few records seem to be from the 
alluvial soils in the With am Valley. 

The topography and geology of much of central England is not dissimilar to that in this area and 
this strong population of the Wild Service may give some indication of the density it once reached in 
many other places. 

70. NORTH LINCOLNSHIRE 

There is one record of a tree in a hedge on the chalk in north Lincolnshire far from any other Wild 
Service trees. It is almost certainly introduced. 

71. EAST NOTTINGHAMSHIRE 

The Wild Service is well-distributed, mainly in woods, throughout the Keuper Marl of eastern 
Nottinghamshire with a couple of records, clearly belonging to this group, on the other side of the 
River Trent at Gainsborough. This preference for the Keuper Marl in an area largely free of drift is 
striking and, apart from one record on the New Red Sandstone near Thoresby, the species remains 
on its preferred soil throughout the Sherwood Forest area. 

The Keuper Marl continues north through Yorkshire to Teesmouth and the sudden cessation of 
S. torminalis records is clearly related to the fact that from north Nottinghamshire the formation 
vanishes under a great sheet of drift. 

72. PEAK DISTRICT 

There is one record from Wild Cat Tor on the Carboniferous Limestone at Matlock (Willmot 1975). 
Other Sorbus spp. grow well on the limestone eyebrows and other habitats created by the geology of 
this area and in this instance the Wild Service is responding to the environment like some of the 
related Sorbus spp., especially the apomicts. 

73. MAGNESIAN LIMESTONE 

The Wild Service appears in woods on Magnesian Limestone from its southern extremity and 
follows it up the Nottinghamshire/Derbyshire border northwards to the Chadwick-Ie-Street area in 
South Yorkshire. There are now some 20 known locations alooe: this limestone belt and its 
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associated mudstones despite the fact that the formation is never more than about 9 km wide 
(Willmot 1975). It is also largely free of drift and the species is clearly responding, as many other 
plants do on this formation, to the soil conditions deriving from the solid geology. 

Beyond Chadwick-Ie-Street it reappears, after a gap of over 60 km, on a Magnesian Limestone 
cliff near Fountains Abbey in Mid-W Yorks. (v.c. 64). It seems perfectly natural on this site, which 
is the most northerly so far discovered on this side of the country, but one should always be wary of 
the status of plants with some economic value growing near ancient monasteries. 

74. DERBYSHIRE COAL MEASURES 

In 1974 four bushes of Wild Service were found in a hedge bordering a green lane at Staveley, 
Derbyshire on Coal Measure shales only 8 or 9 km from plants on the Magnesian Limestone 
(Willmot 1975). The species occurs on this formation in one place in Pembrokeshire, but otherwise 
nowhere else, although it is very widespread. 

75. MORECAMBE BAY AND THE SOUTHERN LAKES 

The Wild Service occurs on Carboniferous Limestone rocks and in lowland woods with glacial drift 
derived soils in a number of places around Morecambe Bay (Piggott 1973174). In the Arnside area 
many of these woods are known to be ancient and were part of the Chase of Harneshed and the deer 
park created there in the 16th century. The wildlife and social history of the other localities where 
the Wild Service is found also indicate that their vegetation is of natural origin. 

Often in these steep rocky areas the Wild Service responds like other members of its genus, 
particularly the apomictic species (on Jack Scout it grows with Sorbus aucuparia L., S. rupicola 
(Syme) Hedlund and S. lancastriensis E. F. Warb.) but, in Grubbins Wood and elsewhere, it grows 
in similar situations to those in the more heavily wooded areas of the south. 

There are good reasons to believe that old records from Plumpton near Ulverston, Brigsteer and 
Levens Park are authentic and new sites in this area may remain to be found. As recently as 1987 a 
long-established Wild Service was found on a low cliff on the shore of Lake Windermere, a place 
one would have thought had been quite well-worked botanically. This is the most northerly site in 
Britain where the species can be accepted as native. There are a few old records from further north 
on the Cumbrian limestones, but these trees are almost certainly planted. 

From time to time one hears of 'service trees' in north-east England and southern Scotland. 
Sometimes these are simply misidentifications, but the Swedish Whitebeam, Sorbus intermedia 
(Ehrh.) Pers., is very widely known as the Service Tree in this part of the country and this is often 
the species meant. The Wild Service has been planted at several places in Ireland (Forrest 1985). 

CONCLUSION 

The Wild Service tree is, as other authors have established (Peterken 1974), a useful species for 
indicating primary woodland and ancient hedgerows, as well as some other types of relatively 
undisturbed habitat, and it is more likely to be found in an area that is still, or was once, part of an 
ancient forest, but its presence on any particular site does require interpretation. Apart from 
biological and ecological factors and the history of land and forest management in the British Isles, 
the tree has economic, aesthetic and other qualities that have favoured its survival in some districts 
to a greater extent than would be the case with many other species. 

While the present survey has been as comprehensive as possible, it is clear that the Wild Service 
remains under-recorded. Although it grows to a large size - I know one tree over 18 m tall and with a 
spread of 21 m, while trees of between 22 and 24 m have been reported from several parts of Britain 
and of 25 m from the Crimea and the Caucasus (Elwes & Henry 1906; Howard 1947; Conwentz 
1895) - it is easily overlooked, and there are many areas that have not been thoroughly searched. 
Despite this, the limits of its range in the British Isles are now reasonably well defined: it is 
essentially a lowland tree of England and Wales and has not been reported in the wild from 
Scotland, Ireland, the Isle of Man or the Channel Islands. 

Its range is unlikely ever to have extended to Scotland. In the Atlas Mountains, where the Wild 
Service and the Whitebeam, Sorbus aria (L.) Crantz, grow (Jahandiez & Maire 1931-34; Quezel & 
Santa 1962), the Whitebeam extends to higher altitudes and this is an analogue of the situation in 
Britain where the Whitebeam is found further north in a cooler climate than the Wild Service. The 
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Whitebeam and Sorbus devoniensis E. Warb. are both found in Ireland (Clapham et a/. 1962) and
the latter species has recently been reported from the Isle of Man (Proctor et a/. 1989; Sell 1989). If
both these species could cross the Irish Sea, there would seem no reason why other Sorbus spp.
could not do the same, so it is worth continuing to look out for the Wild Service in these places.

HABITAT PREFERENCES

The Wild Service in Britain and elsewhere grows in several distinct and apparently dissimilar
habitats, although an understanding of the requirements of the species goes some way to providing
an explanation of its distribution. These habitats can be divided into four broad categories:-

1. Nutrient-rich soils, clays in particular (Brown 1894). The species is more abundant and grows
better on some clays than others. It does well on Weald and Wadhurst Clay in the south-east, and on
London Clay and Oxford Clay (in the latter instance especially where there are, or were, ancient
forests). It is widespread on the Culm Measures in the West Country and the Keuper Marl from
Somerset to Nottinghamshire. It is less common on Boulder Clay, but grows well where it occurs,
and is virtually absent from Gault. One possible explanation is that it grows better on clays with a
lower calcareous mineral content, although woodland management over the centuries is a more
likely factor.

Woodland soils overlying clays often do not share the characteristics of the underlying stratum:
they are usually lighter and more acid and may be modified by downwash or other local conditions.
While the Wild Service can send its roots below the surface soil layer, the natural distribution (as is
the case with any forest tree) is governed by the conditions in which it has to develop as a young
plant and the superficial soil qualities are therefore an important factor.

2. Areas of hilly or undulating gravel terrace and similar formations deposited in the glaciations of
the Tertiary or Quaternary periods. There is some evidence that its presence on these formations is
associated with bands where the water content is higher due to the slope and the layering of the
material (Kozlowski 1962). Such gravels are often accompanied by seams of clay which may
improve the nutrient content locally.

Those who cultivated the tree in the past noticed that they did not fruit as well on freely-draining
gravelly soils as on clay (Cook 1676).

3. Coastal and inland cliffs, rocky hillsides, landslips and similar open or disturbed habitats,

4. Large river valleys, especially those containing cliffs and rocky slopes.

The Wild Service is capable of becoming a large forest tree reaching the canopy layer, and its
absence from lighter lowland soils may be due to the fact that it competes poorly with oak and other
trees (Longman & Coutts 1974). If it is overshaded by trees that grow more rapidly, the Wild Service
can survive, but will not flower and fruit. Away from nutrient-rich soils it depends on open habitats
where there is less competition and where it can flower and fruit more successfully. In these places
chances of seed survival are also higher due to their becoming lodged in crevices and similar
positions where predators cannot easily reach them. The young plants are also less likely to be
damaged by browsing or grazing due to their inaccessibility.

The present pattern of distribution indicates that the Wild Service was probably widespread, if
seldom abundant, on the stiffer soils in the forests that covered much of the lowlands of England and
Wales in the past. In many places it has been severely reduced, or eliminated, by human activity and
this has been compounded by its low rate of reproduction from seed compared with many other
native trees. There are two main reasons for the latter: climatic and ecological. Gabrielian (1961)
contends that the species evolved in dry, open woodlands and there is ample evidence to show that
climatic conditions affect the tree's ability to flower and produce viable fruit. Warm summers
promote fruit formation (Davies 1976; Biisgen 1929) and increase the number of seeds per fruit. In
the warmer, drier parts of Britain many trees often fruit only every other year and in marginal
habitats, particularly towards the edge of the range, even less frequently. Termena (1972) has
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shown that both temperature and humidity affect pollen viability and fruit production of the species 
in the Bukovina area on the borders of the Ukraine and Romania. In northern Poland good crops of 
fruit were only produced every 25 years (Conwentz 1895). 

Although the fruit is avidly devoured by birds, Wild Service seems only rarely to be bird-sown 
(the seed, with its thin testa, is probably digested in the bird's gut) (Prime 1960). In large, lowland 
forests wild boar and other animals, including domestic pigs and cattle, may well have been 
important agents for the dispersal and burial of Wild Service seed: wild boar are known to like the 
fruit and the effects of their trampling on woodland ecology have been well-documented (Conwentz 
1895; Darling & Morton Boyd 1969; Goodwin 1975; Tansley 1968). Elsewhere seed was, and still is, 
extensively predated by birds, small animals and invertebrates so that almost none remains (Corbet 
1974; Janzen 1970; Tansley 1968; Termena 1972). 

The wild boar as well as burying much seed by rooting and trampling, destroyed many small 
rodents (Tansley 1968) as did the much higher numbers of predatory animals and birds that were 
formerly widespread. Populations of voles and mice have increased substantially as predators have 
declined and animals like rabbits, grey squirrels and pheasants (all of which eat seeds or seedlings of 
Wild Service) have been introduced and have spread. 

Like many trees and shrubs within the family Rosaceae, Wild Service seeds need a period of some 
three months of near freezing !emperatures before germination will take place (Gordon 1982). In 
places where winters are longer and colder than in much of Britain, germination will normally take 
place in the first spring following seed formation whereas in Britain two or more years are often 
needed and the seed is at risk for far longer. This is true of many tree seeds, but the first spring 
germination that would have taken place more regularly during periods when the climate was colder 
could have helped the Wild Service to reproduce from seed in slightly larger numbers in those days. 

While a cooler, less continental, climate and increased seed and seedling predation coupled with 
other factors may have reduced populations of the Wild Service and prevented recolonisation, its 
survival in ancient hedges and woodlands has been helped by its ability to reproduce from suckers. 
Wild Services live a long time: Mitchell (pers. comm., 1975) has estimated the age of large old trees 
to be around 200 years and many of these may themselves have arisen from suckers produced from 
an earlier generation of trees. Some mature populations - that in Epping Forest, for example - have 
been shown to originate largely from suckers (Uoyd 1977) and O. Buckle (pers. comm., 1975) was 
of the view that virtually all the Wild Services that he knew of in West Sussex (for which he was 
B.S.B.I. vice-county recorder) had originated from suckers. No one knows how far back these 
sequences may have extended since the original seeds germinated, but it is clear that the species can 
survive for long periods before conditions recur in which seeds germinate freely. Suckers are often 
mistaken for seedlings and care must be taken in reaching a judgement on the origin of a given tree 
(the root from which a sucker arose can often be discov~red just beneath the soil surface). 

As a result of the survey the Wild Service has, in the last 19 years, been shown to be more 
abundant than was thought and it is clear that it had been overlooked in many places. Its range is 
known to extend slightly further north than Morecambe Bay and further into Yorkshire than was 
realised. It is also widespread, though rare, in the lower lying parts of Wales. There are, however, 
many areas in the British Isles where it might be expected to occur from which it has not been 
reported. 

More evidence has come to light to show that the tree was formerly more abundant than today, 
though probably never common in most areas. There is no doubt that the species is found almost 
exclusively in ancient woodlands and hedges or on rocky outcrops, unless planted, and its value as 
an indicator of primary woodland is confirmed. 

The survey has also revealed that the tree has had a considerable social and economic role much 
of which has not hitherto been recorded or gathered together and which has undoubtedly affected 
the current pattern of distribution since the tree has been conserved and planted in some areas and 
neglected or destroyed in others. This is the subject of a separate paper (Roper 1987). 

Although the formal survey ofthe Wild Service is now complete, I am always interested to have 
any new records or information about the natural or social history of the tree. There is much work 
still to be done on its associations with insects, fungi, bryophytes and lichens and the uses to which 
the fruit and the wood were put. 
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