
An unusually large meeting of tree experts took place around Monmouth’s threatened Catalpa tree 

during studies commissioned by the Action Group and the Archaeological Society for the Catalpa 

Campaign. 

 

They were: Mr. Jerry Ross, B.Sc. (Hons), F.Arbor.A.;  Mr. Roy Finch, F.Arbor.A.;  Mr. Jim Keech, 

Tec.Cert. (Arbor.A);  Mr. Steve Ambler, Dip.Arb. (RFS) F.Arbor.A.;  Dr. David Lonsdale, Phd., B.Sc., 

F.Arbor.A. 

 

Arboricultural consultants Mr. Ross and Mr. Finch have written reports aimed at saving the tree and 

Dr. Lonsdale and Mr. Finch are producing further in-depth reports and a risk assessment.  Dr. 

Lonsdale is internationally acclaimed as the author of ‘Principles of Tree Hazard Assessment and 

Management’ popularly known as the ‘tree-person’s bible’.  Mr. Keech is the Monmouthshire 

County Council Tree Officer and Mr. Ambler is an independent arboricultural consultant brought by 

the County Council. 

 

The County Council still intends to fell the tree but the supporters of the Catalpa Campaign are 

hoping that the new reports will force reconsideration. The Action Group has instructed solicitors 

through Councillor Ann Were and are preparing to challenge the decision to fell the tree by way of 

Judicial Review. 

 

The Town Wall,  

Monmouth. 

9th December 2006-01-09 

 

Madam Mayor, 

I have pleasure in presenting the Council with copies of the report on the Catalpa tree by Mr. Jerry 

Ross. 
 

Mr. Ross has known the Catalpa tree for many years and while agreeing that it needs treatment he 

says that the tree retains a good deal of vitality. 
 

He believes that the tree is far from dying and is not even in serious decline but is in a state of 

physiological equilibrium: each year it puts out new growth in the Spring, only to find that it is 

unable to maintain adequate supplies of moisture and nutrients to the topmost shoots throughout 

the summer and dieback results.  He says that this does not reflect a fundamental problem, a 

disease or a serious dysfunction, let alone a terminal decline. 
 

A dramatic aspect of Mr. Ross’s report is that the tree has by far the largest girth of any Catalpa tree 

in the United Kingdom and he says that this alone might be reason to devote extraordinary 

measures to its preservation.  It may also be the oldest Catalpa in the country and is a very 

attractive specimen, every year producing a crop of its characteristic large leaves and snowy white 

flowers.  It is a critical feature of the landscape of Monmouth, as has been demonstrated by the 

public outcry against its removal.  
 

Mr. Ross says that this tree has significance well beyond the town of Monmouth and has the 

capacity to give pleasure to the people of and visitors to the town for a good many years to come. 
 

The preservation of the tree is supported by other tree specialists as well as The Open Spaces 

Society, Friends of The Earth, The Woodland Trust, The Campaign for The Protection of Rural Wales, 

The Ancient Tree Forum and many individuals. 
 

There have been two other reports on the Catalpa tree. The first commissioned from Mr. Roy Finch 

in March last year by the Action Group and the Archaeological Society, supported by your Council.   

Mr. Finch came out strongly in favour of saving the tree.   
 



The second report was commissioned by the County Council from Mr. Steve Ambler and arrived in 

September. Mr. Ambler suggested that the tree was nearing collapse and although it may be 

possible to treat it, he felt that it may not survive the trauma and would lose its dignity and 

therefore recommended felling and replacement.  

It was between the 6th and 12th September that Debbie MaCarty, Jenny Lewis and Jim Keech decided 

that the tree would have to come down in the interests of public safety. 

 

Mrs. Lewis called a meeting on the 12th September to talk about a replacement and a celebration of 

the life of the tree.  More people than expected turned up and the meeting became acrimonious. 

Mrs. Lewis says, “I agreed that the only thing that could provide a pause for more thought before 

felling the tree would be if there were a third independent and full report that stated that the tree 

would pose no public danger.” 
 

The Town Council did not commission another report but at a later Council environment committee 

meeting I read out a second report from Roy Finch in which he again urged the Council to save the 

tree. 

However, the area manager and the Chief Executive, Mr. Berg, decided that the report was only a 

reiteration of Mr. Finch’s previous opinion and dismissed it. 
 

I wrote to Mrs. Lewis suggesting that a meeting of the experts be held around the tree and copied it 

to County Hall but received no reply from either source. 
 

Since then the Chief Executive has continually claimed in letters to the public and in the Press that 

the “The full examination of the tree has revealed that the tree is diseased.”  This, of course, must 

have swayed some people but our specialists found no disease and there was nothing about disease 

in the Council’s own report commissioned from Mr. Ambler. 

When challenged on this issue last week we were told:  “On the point of my description of the tree 

as diseased I regret that I misinterpreted some information.  I should have more accurately 

described the tree as decaying. I will ensure that I describe it in this way in future.” 
 

Just as misleading was Mr. Berg’s Press statements such as: 

“The situation is unchanged in that the tree is diseased. “Obviously we are listening to what people 

are saying and I have had letters in support of keeping and cutting down the tree – we cannot 

please everyone.”  

( Free Press, 14th Dec):   

 

However, when asked under the Access to information Act, how many letters for and against the 

Council had received Mr. Berg had not kept count and it has now transpired that the material has 

been destroyed although he guessed that it was over 300 e-mails since October at around thirty to 

one in favour of the protest. 
 

I feel that this is unacceptable as is the fact that Mr. Berg came to Monmouth with his Publicity 

Officer to remonstrate with the Press for supporting the protesters. 
 

We feared that the County Council would treat Jerry Ross’s report in the same way that it did Roy 

Finch’s two reports so we have commissioned an in-depth report on how the tree should be treated 

from Mr. Finch who is, after all, widely acknowledged as a leading expert.   

 

To be absolutely sure of our case we have also commissioned a report and risk assessment from Dr. 

David Lonsdale who is internationally acclaimed as the author of the book ‘Principles of Tree Hazard 

Assessment and Management’ popularly known as the ‘tree-person’s bible’.  These two reports and 

the risk assessment should be in our hands this week but we understand that they will both support 

the case for preservation. 

 



The Council has not withdrawn the sentence on the tree and as far as I know still intends to destroy 

it.  The Catalpa Campaign has therefore, through Councillor Ann Were and Mr. Hugo Perks, 

instructed solicitors who have informed Mrs. Lewis that we are preparing to challenge the decision 

to fell the tree by way of Judicial Review on the grounds that the administrative decision to fell the 

tree has been arrived at illegally. 

 

I am now reasonably confident that we can save the Catalpa tree but at the same time am very 

unhappy that it has cost such a lot in time and money.  The County Council has acted in a very 

cavalier manner and had it carried out its legal responsibilities towards the tree’s maintenance there 

would have been no problem in the first place.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

 

Stephen Clarke 

 

 

 

In last week’s Beacon ‘Sceptical tree observer’ condemns the ‘treacherous action’ of whoever felled 

the bough of the Catalpa tree as it may have ‘sabotaged’ the County Council’s hopes of felling the 

whole tree. What strange morals. 

 

‘Sceptical observer’ should also have looked up ‘treacherous’ at the same time, for that describes 

him/her if he/she is a Monmothian supporting the County Council against his own town. 

 

And as for not believing that a jogger may have passed by the tree with a digital camera in the early 

hours of a foggy Sunday morning, well, how sceptical can he be?  

 

And he shouldn’t worry about not supporting the Action Group for they have most of the town 

behind them and don’t need his support. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

THE CATALPA TREE 
 

A group has been formed to oppose the felling of Monmouth’s Catalpa tree. 
 

The preservation of the tree is supported by some of the country’s leading arboriculturists as well as 

Monmouth Town Council, The Open Spaces Society, Friends of The Earth, The Woodland Trust, The 

Campaign for The Protection of Rural Wales, The Ancient Tree Forum, Monmouth Action Group, 

Monmouth Archaeological Society and many individuals. 
 

It has been established that this tree has a greater girth than any other Catalpa in Britain and is about 

to be recognised as the United Kingdom Champion. 
 

Keith Kissack, MBE, FSA   

Hugo Perks, MA    01600 ***422 

Philip Powell, BDS   01600 ***236 

Michael Skidmore, FNAEA  01600 ***466 / ***566 

Stephen Clarke, MBE, FSA, MIFA  01600 ***136 / ***532 



 

Donations to fund the campaign should be sent to : 
 

The Catalpa Fund, 

c/o Hugo Perks at Whitecross House, Whitecross Street, Monmouth. 
 

All the funds that are raised will be used for one or more of the following purposes: taking legal action to protect the tree;  obtaining 

professional advice and opinions on the preservation of the tree;   carrying out any recommended remedial action on the tree (such as 

crown reduction) if this work is not to be carried out by the County Council;  any other action directly connected with the preservation of 

the tree. 

 

All donations will receive a written receipt 
 

 

Dear Mr. Berg, 

 

The Monmouth Catalpa Tree 

 

I am trying to tie up some loose ends before presenting our case to Jenny Lewis.  

In your Press statements and letters to the public you have repeatedly said that the Catalpa 

tree in St. James’ Square is diseased.   

As there is no mention of disease in the report which the Council commissioned from Mr. 

Ambler or in the reports we ourselves have commissioned, I would be grateful if you can tell 

me where the information came from. 

Yours sincerely,  

Stephen Clarke.  

 

 

Dear Jenny, 

M 

 

 

 

 

Dear Hugo, Great, but can we try to get an immediate assurance that nothing will happen 

over the holiday.  There was a chap examining the tree in the last half hour – taking notes. 

I’ve just missed him. 

Jack Roocroft has just given me £130 to be used to take out the injunction if we can’t get an 

assurance that their contractors will not be in during holiday week. 

 

Dear 

 

As you know, we have already taken a number of professional opinions on 

the Catalpa tree, the first three of which have suggested that the tree 

could and should be saved. 

 

We are as anxious as you are that the future of the tree should be 

based on rational analysis and with this in mind we have commissioned a 

further in depth report from Mr. Roy Finch and another from Dr. David Lonsdale who are 

considered to be two of the leading tree experts in Britain.  



Dr. Lonsdale has agreed to inspect the tree very early in January at the latest and to 

provide a full report on the tree including a risk assessment. We have 

commissioned these reports understanding that Dr. Lonsdale has said that he may not be 

able to support the preservation of the tree. 

 

The purpose of this letter is therefore to ask if you are able to give an assurance before the 

weekend that the contractors will not fell the tree until we have met to discuss what action 

should be taken in the light of this impartial advice. We would of course be prepared to give 

you copies of the full reports prior to the meeting. 

 

Yours sincerely 
 

Stephen Clarke 

 

 

 

Dear Mr. Berg, 

 

I am hoping that you will be able to supply me with details of your timetable for felling the 

Monmouth Catalpa tree.   

 

I know that you and your area manager, Mrs. Jenny Lewis, would want to be absolutely sure that 

the Monmouth Catalpa tree cannot be saved before going ahead with its felling.  Is it possible for 

you to give us an assurance that you will not go ahead without first looking at the further opinions 

which we will supply on the health and safety of the tree?  

 

I sincerely hope that we can find a way out of the situation in which we find ourselves. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

Stephen Clarke 

 

 

 

Snow Scene 

 

This may be the last time we will see snow on the branches of Monmouth’s Catalpa tree as 

Monmouthshire County Council intend to have the tree felled after Christmas.  Our photograph was 

taken by Stephen Clarke during the recent snowstorm (copyright).   

‘The Catalpa Campaign’ – the organisation fighting the council plan – has commissioned 

independent arboricultural reports and is preparing a legal challenge. 

 

Donations to the campaign fund should be sent to Mr. Hugo Perks at Whitecross House, Whitecross 

Street, Monmouth. Telephone Monmouth ***422. 

 

 

 

 

Letters 

 

Sir, 



Gary Witcombe has an axe to grind (last week’s Beacon).   In frustration at being banned from the 

Town Clerk’s Office and leaving the council he takes it out on the poor old Catalpa Tree which the 

Town Council wishes to preserve. 

Mr. Witcombe offers to start a petition in support of Monmouthshire County Council’s area 

manager, Jenny Lewis, in her plan to fell the tree.  It will be interesting to see just how many people 

sign his petition. 

Many people believe that the council’s claim that the tree is to be felled for health & safety reasons 

is a red herring and that the tree is no more dangerous than most other large trees.  The Council’s 

own report says that the tree can be treated and it begins to look as if the area management’s 

steadfast determination to fell the tree is based on something else. 

Incidentally, the Mayor, Councillor Sue Chivers, stood down as secretary of Monmouth Action Group 

for the duration of her year of office in order to concentrate on her civic duties. 

Stephen Clarke 

(Monmouth) 

 

 

 

 

The Town Wall, 

St. James Square, 

Monmouth, 

Gwent  NP25 3DN 

Tel.: (01600) ***136 
 

Mr. Colin Berg, 

 Chief Executive, 

Monmouthshire County Council, 

County Hall, 

Cwmbran  NP44 2XH 

 

16th December, 2005 

 

Dear Mr. Berg, 

 

You are quoted in the Press as having received letters both for and against the preservation of the 

Catalpa tree in St. James’ Square, Monmouth. 

 

Would you please tell me know how many letters (and e-mails) that you have received in favour of 

preserving the tree and how many that you have received in favour of felling the tree – up the 14th 

December (the publication date). 

 

I hope that you will be able to supply this information promptly, in the spirit of the Act. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Stephen Clarke 

 

 

 

CATALPA VIGILANTES IN ACTION ? 

 

THE GREAT CATALPA TREE MYSTERY 

 



 

Sleepy residents in Monmouth’s St. James’ Square peered through thick fog early on Sunday 

morning to see that a huge bough of the gaunt and leafless Catalpa tree had vanished, completely, 

as if into thin air.  

 

The limb, believed to weigh several hundredweight, has overhung the road for many years and has 

recently become an important aspect of the County Council’s claim that the tree was dangerous and 

should be felled before Christmas on Health & Safety grounds.   

 

Now, all that is left of the bough are a few wet ‘Indian Beans’ lying forlornly in the gutter.  But who 

or what was responsible for removing the limb?  No one seems to know.  It was certainly not the 

County Council themselves – their workers deny any knowledge of the action.  The protesters who 

have been fiercely fighting to save the tree also deny any involvement, so at present everyone is 

baffled. 

 

A spokesman for Monmouth Action Group said that the group did not agree with this sort of direct 

action, especially as they did not believe that the tree was dangerous in the first place.  However, he 

supposed that this had removed one of the County Council’s main reasons for destroying the tree.  

He could not see how the Council could take action for damage against anyone as the Council itself 

intended to destroy the whole tree. 

 

“It will be interesting to see what the area management does now that their main Health & Safety 

case has disappeared.” 

 

Our reporter says that there is evidence that the bough was not suddenly spirited into another 

dimension as an early morning jogger took the accompanying photograph which clearly shows the 

fallen limb and a ladder against the tree. 

 

 

*Philip Powell ***236  

*Tim Hunt  07900 ***081 

*Peter Morgan ***174 

*Steve Clarke ***136* /  ***532 

*Hugo Perks  ***422* 

*Nick Wheatley ***721* 

*Sue Chivers  ***738 

*Nichola Emery ***423 

*Jane Middleton ***293 

*Michael Skidmore ***466 

John Byron  ***582 

*Roger Steer  ***578* 

Lennie Smith  ***430 

*Rita Neil-Edwards 07967 ***922* 

Andrew Mollett 21 St. James’ St.* 

*Steve Rogers  ***304 

*Tim Buckland ***469 

Sam Cole  7 Old Dixton Rd. 

*Jack Roocroft ***142 

*Anna Mcaig  ***342 

*Margaret White ***274 

Rhian Thomas  ***782* (Nag’s Head) 

*Charles Ward ***338 

 



Ken Brown  ***959* 

Basil Berry 

Jan Spence-Evans ***389 

Jenny Harris  ***167* 

Jacquie Hutley ***266* 

Mrs. Collier  ***308 

David Price  ***387 

John Hollich  ***578 

Norman Lewis ***849 

 

 

Mrs. M. Woodcollis ***145 

John Atherton ***242 

Mr. B. Taylor ***963 (and sister, Manson) 

Charlotte Jones ***058 

Dr. Naylor Firth 01291 ***971  Chepstow 

Keith Underwood 01291 ***316  Chepstow 

 

 

Asterisk after phone no indicates living close to the Square 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Town Wall, 

St. James Square, 

Monmouth, 

Gwent  NP25 3DN 

Tel.: (01600) ***136 
Mr. Colin Berg, 

 Chief Executive, 

Monmouthshire County Council, 

County Hall, 

Cwmbran  NP44 2XH      6th December 2005 

 

 

 

Dear Mr. Berg, 

 

The Catalpa Tree in St. James’ Square, Monmouth 

 

 We have commissioned a second arboriculturist to examine the Monmouth Catalpa tree 

and I am hoping that you will agree to meet me to consider his report. 

 

 The felling of the tree is apparently imminent but I hope that in the light of the new report 

the Council will be able reconsider its decision. 

 

 Yours sincerely, 



 

 

 Stephen Clarke 

 

 

 

THOUGHTS,  unabridged and uncorrected and uncorrupted, like 

 

The Catalpa Tree and the  

 

Well, here we are – December.  The month set by Monmouthshire County Council as the last for the 

Monmouth Catalpa Tree. 

 

What really is this all about?  Even the Council seems to be in a state of confusion for no one seems 

to know who first decided that the tree should be felled or when or, for that matter, why.  The now 

famous report continually quoted by the County Council was commissioned by the Council in 

response to the report commissioned by the town and this was commissioned in response to the 

decision to fell the tree by someone unknown in the County Council. 

 

But why pick on this tree?  Health & Safety is definitely an excuse, for the experts agree that the tree 

could be made safe.  The only difference of opinion on this aspect is over the tree’s ability to survive 

– one which the Council is unwilling to test – sure evidence of its determination to fell the tree at all 

costs.  

 

I believe that the affair really originated with the area manager who, from the start, has only wished 

to talk about felling the tree and replacing it.  Why?  Mrs. Lewis has always claimed to understand 

how important the tree is to Monmouth people, so why not treat it and give it a chance. If it dies 

then fair enough. 

 

The truth is simple – the need to show one is here and ‘doing’.  Mrs Lewis wanted to have a 

ceremony to give the tree a ‘good send off’ and one can imagine the kudos of her toasting the tree 

with a glass of wine as the chain saws slice into it.  Later, more laudation, when a replacement tree 

is planted or a statue unveiled. This would be far higher-flying than felling any old tree or putting 

another bump in the road.  Officers of the Council tend to be transient creatures, here today and 

gone tomorrow, so they need to make a mark on their way through.  

 

But things began to go wrong for the council when it became clear that the people of Monmouth 

did not want the tree destroyed and were quite prepared to stand up and fight for it.  This was no 

great worry to the area office at first for they could easily stone-wall the protests even though the 

town had commissioned a report from Mr. Roy Finch of Malvern – one of the most respected tree 

specialists in the country.  But the protests went on and the Chief Executive became irritated with 

the letters, e-mails and phone calls he was receiving.  People and organisations from outside began 

to take an interest, consistently opposing the Council’s plan. The local Press ran the various aspects 

of the story week after week and other newspapers, including nationals, and the television began 

picking up the story.  By now, the area manager found herself in a corner weakly defended by the 

Council’s Chief Executive.   

 

And so, what I believe began as a minor quest to increase prestige has had unforeseen 

consequences.   

 

It was pointed out that the tree was inside a fence 

 

In response to the report from Mr. Finch 



 

And then, under investigation, the council’s ‘comprehensive’ report from Mr. Ambler began to look 

wobbly. His investigation into the possibility that bats might have roosts in the tree proved a spoof 

when his note on the subject was shown to be blurb kept in his computer files.   

 

The credibility of the Council’s position was further questioned when its tree officer claimed that the 

state of the tree had been brought to the attention of the Council by one of the Wales in Bloom 

judges during the summer.  Under civil and criminal law the Council was responsible for carrying out 

routine inspections of the tree so why did it take someone else to point out a problem?  And how 

did it happen that the judge brought the matter to the attention of the Council at least six months 

after they had decided to fell the tree?  Furthermore, if the Council had not carried out the regular 

inspections of the tree then it had broken the law and if it had inspected the tree and not 

maintained it surely they had been negligent. 

 

I asked the area manager these questions on the 15th November and as with other like other 

questions I have had no reply. 

 

Stephen Clarke 

 

 

 

 

The proposed felling of the Catalpa Tree 
 

 

ITV  NEWS  LIVE 
 

will be at the Catalpa Tree 
  

TONIGHT      at 6 p.m. 
 
Following the terrific showing this morning the producer is 

keen to see local people again. Please come along if you 

can. 
 

If you want more information, please ring Monmouth ***136. 

 

 

 

The Catalpa Tree 

 



The two experts who have examined Monmouth’s Catalpa agree on one thing – that it would be 

relatively inexpensive to treat the tree and to make it safe.  The biggest difference between the two 

judgments is that Mr. Finch (for the Town) thinks that the tree would thrive following treatment, 

while Mr. Ambler (for the County) says that it might not survive and should be felled now. 

 

Well, why not treat the tree and see what happens ?  If it dies, then fair enough, at least the Council 

would have given the tree a chance and taken account of public opinion.  If the tree, which is inside 

an iron fence, can be made safe then the Council cannot use Health and Safety as the excuse to kill 

it.  

 

There appears to be no sound reason for the County Council’s determination to carry out the plan to 

fell the tree – a plan which was hatched without a risk assessment and before any specialist report 

was obtained.   

 

Recently, the Area Manager agreed that the Town side should go back to Mr. Finch to see if he had 

altered his opinion in the light of their report.  The Chief Executive then said that “If the conclusions 

of that report differ greatly from our own report, then there might be room for some reassessment 

of the situation.”  Mr. Finch’s revised opinion was duly produced but when he still wanted to save 

the tree, it was dismissed as being only a reiteration of his original opinion.  Of course we should 

expect the Chief Executive to support his officers, but not to allow the debate to become a 

shambles. 

 

But why does Monmouthshire County Council seem so determined to fell the tree?  Can we really 

believe that it is for Health & Safety reasons alone?  A year ago, the council decided that some of 

the trees in Drybridge Park were becoming dangerous – three of them in the grounds of 

Overmonnow Primary School.  When Mr. Roy Finch was commissioned by the Town Council, the 

Archaeological Society and the Action Group to look at these trees, he agreed that they were at the 

end of their lives.  The  trees, however, are still standing and hundreds of schoolchildren pass under 

them every day.  Are we really to believe that the Catalpa tree is so dangerous that it takes 

precedence over everything else?   

 

While supporting the Council on the fate of the trees at the school, Mr. Finch was totally opposed to 

the felling of the Catalpa Tree which he considered an outstanding part of our tree heritage.  Now 

the Council is sending out confusing messages, such as: “The poor condition of the tree was recently 

brought to the attention of the Council by one of the Wales in Bloom judges in the summer” (last 

week’s Beacon).  This must have been at least six months after the Council had decided to get rid of 

the tree.  Also in the Beacon the Council’s tree officer, Mr. Jim Keech, says that the Council is happy 

with the professional, unbiased advice from the consultant they employed.  Does this mean that he 

considers the opinions of Mr. Finch and the Ancient Tree Forum unprofessional and biased?  Mr. 

Finch supported the Council over the Drybridge Park trees – presumably that was acceptable – but 

when he disagrees with the Council and wants to save the tree, he is biased.  This sort of nonsense 

can only increase resentment in the town. 

 

We must remember that Mr. Ambler’s ‘unbiased’ advice came in response to Mr. Finch’s report and 

that the Council has since made much of a page count of Mr. Ambler’s write-up compared to Mr. 

Finch’s concise one.  However, a glance at Mr. Ambler’s report reveals that a great deal of it has 

come from his computer files (as with many professional reports).  The report is padded out with 

the usual “Information on Coding and Abbreviations; Legal Constraints; Glossary of Terms”, etc.  His 

study was carried out “between late morning and early afternoon”.  Does this mean during his lunch 

hour?  

 

In their endeavour to fell the tree the County Council would probably fare better without the 

support of Mr. Steve Wadley (Partner, Monmouth Tree Services) who has twice written to the 



Beacon in support of the Council’s plan.  I don’t know if Steve himself is tendering to fell the tree, 

but his statement that all the experts have agreed that the tree is too old to be “saved” is iniquitous, 

especially when considering all the information published in your newspaper.  Mr. Wadley also 

claimed that he had talked to Roy Finch and had gained the impression that Mr. Finch felt that the 

tree should be destroyed.  I asked Mr. Finch about this and he was as puzzled by the claim as were 

the rest of us. 

 

It really comes down to local democracy.  The Town wants the tree to live and the County wants the 

tree to die.  The Town has proved that there is a case for the tree to live.  The County is ignoring the 

case.  While the Area Managers might show that they are in charge they will also create pointless 

hostility in Monmouth which will take a long time to heal.  I’m sure that most people in Monmouth 

don’t want the Area Management to lose face, but they don’t want to lose the tree either. 

 

Stephen Clarke 

(Monmouth). 

 

 

 

 

The County Council and its predecessors have an appalling record where trees are concerned.  They 

have all but destroyed one of the finest urban parks in Wales – Drybridge Park – for building 

developments.  Most recently they felled a healthy mature Small Leaved Elm and eight Beech trees 

of preservation order size for the latest road through the Park. They have allowed developers to 

breach British Standard Guidelines for the protection of trees with impunity. Another, who should 

have been prosecuted, was allowed to get away with felling a tree in the Conservation Area off 

Monnow Street. 

 

 

 

 

 

The Town Wall, 

St. James Square, 

Monmouth, 

Gwent  NP25 3DN 

Tel.: (01600) ***136 
Mr. Colin Berg, 

 Chief Executive, 

Monmouthshire County Council, 

County Hall, 

Cwmbran  NP44 2XH      4th November 2005 

 

 

Dear Mr. Berg, 

 

Thank you for your letter of the 9th November. 

 

The agreement on the Catalpa tree was that we would go back to Mr. Finch for his opinion following 

the report from Mr. Ambler.  This is what we did and the ‘second opinion’ is precisely what you’ve 

got.  To put it vulgarly: you are now ‘moving the goalposts.’ 

 



Destroying the Catalpa Tree has become very important to Jenny and I realise that you can do no 

more than you did when Galliard illegally felled the tree in the centre of their development site off 

Monnow Street last year. 

 

We might lose the tree (might) but Jenny has created considerable hostility in Monmouth and 

unnecessarily created enemies who would have preferred to work with her.  We did not start this 

affair and the previous positive relationship to which you refer was totally one sided.  There were 

more sensible ways to make one’s mark during a term of office in our town. 

 

I realise that we have put you in an invidious position but hope that you will understand that our 

reasons were honourable.    

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

Stephen Clarke.  

 

 

 

The Town Wall, 

St. James Square, 

Monmouth, 

Gwent  NP25 3DN 

Tel.: (01600) ***136 
Mr. Colin Berg, 

 Chief Executive, 

Monmouthshire County Council, 

County Hall, 

Cwmbran  NP44 2XH      4th November 2005 

 

 

Dear Mr. Berg, 
 

I enclose a copy of Roy Finch’s revised report on the Monmouth Catalpa tree.  This is the ‘second 

opinion’ to which you refer in your letters to the public where you say that if the conclusions differ 

greatly from your own report, then there might be some room for a reassessment of the situation. 
 

You will see that Mr. Finch’s conclusions are opposed to those of Steve Ambler although both 

experts seem to agree that the tree can be treated. The only real difference on this point is that 

your arboriculturist thinks that the tree will not survive treatment.  In the light of this letter, I am 

hoping that you feel able to reassess the situation. 
 

I regret that you did not have time to meet me on Wednesday and that you think that I have acted 

unfairly.  We have endeavoured to persuade Jenny to stay her hand while there is reasonable doubt 

that the tree has to be destroyed but our efforts have been in vain. We even altered our leaflets in 

line with all of Jenny’s objections (enclosed) and you have seen my last letter – which has been 

ignored.  We have tried to work with your officers but this has been a one-sided affair for they are 

only willing to talk about felling the tree and become irritated when things do not go their way.  I 

have re-read my statements to the Press which so upset you and feel that, under the circumstances, 

they were temperate. 
 

I went to the Town Council meeting on Monday to read Mr. Finch’s letter, not knowing that Jenny 

was also going.  She asked the town council to work with her as the tree was going to be felled and 

she wanted a fitting ‘ceremony’ to see it off and wished to discuss a replacement.  



 

I then read the passage from one of your letters where you say that there might be room for a 

reassessment and followed this with Mr. Finch’s letter.  I mentioned that a meeting had been 

arranged with your office for Thursday.  At no time was I arrogant or unkind to Jenny and there are a 

dozen witnesses to this.  The town councillors agreed that they could make no decision until they 

knew the outcome of our meeting.  It was then that Jenny made an extraordinary exit.  It is clear 

that Sue White was as embarrassed as everyone but wanted to get to you first in case anyone 

should tell tales – tales which would not have come from me.   
 

I quite understand and respect the fact that you have to defend your officers, tantrums and all, but 

in this case you were hasty and, in questioning my integrity, unjust.           I hope that you, also, will 

understand that I believe that your area office is threatening our conservation area. 
 

Having had time to reflect, I think that we should cancel the meeting arranged for the 11th 

November – and Councillor Chivers agrees.  
 

Monmouthshire County Council has a fine record on many things but the Monmouth Conservation 

Area (once among the British ‘Top Ten’) has suffered devastation at the hands of successive county 

council officers.  One of the finest urban parks in Wales – Drybridge – has been destroyed ;  a 24,000 

sq.ft. Superstore has been built on our village green and developers have destroyed protected trees 

and even a Grade II Listed Building with impunity.  
 

If you, Mr. Berg, sincerely believe that we should not try to defend our town from such vandalism, 

then you have a problem, not us. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

 

Stephen Clarke 

  

 

 

 

‘LET  IT  LIVE’ 

     – says top tree expert 

 

Monmouthshire County Council has been told by a leading arboriculturist to think again on their 

decision to destroy of the Monmouth Catalpa tree.  Now conservationists say that the council must 

honour its commitment to reassess the situation. 

 

Letters from Chief Executive Mr. Colin Berg, to members of the public, have consistently said that if 

this second opinion differed greatly from their own arboriculturist’s report, then there might be 

room for some reassessment.  Monmouth Action Group is calling upon Mr. Berg to honour that 

commitment 

 

The latest report from consultant Mr. Roy Finch of Malvern puts the county council in an awkward 

position as the area office has claimed that the tree has to be felled for safety reasons.  However, 

both Mr. Finch and Mr. Steve Ambler, for the County Council, agree that the tree can be made safe, 

the main difference being that Mr. Ambler says that it would not survive the pruning. 

 

Both consultants agree that one of the tree’s stems is at high risk of collapse onto the adjacent road 

in adverse weather conditions due to structural weakness. They also agree that a crown reduction 

may curtail this risk and thereby increase its life expectancy.  Mr. Finch says that he had observed 



the small amount of distal twig dieback within the canopy but did not consider the tree was in a 

progressive spiral of overall decline. He felt that the tree is probably between the early ancient and 

late ancient stage with natural retrenchment and decline in crown size and annual increment. 

 

“Unless conclusive evidence of a progressive spiral of decline is available, I consider this ancient tree 

deserves the benefit of remedial action to prolong its structural integrity.  An overall crown 

reduction of between 1-2 metres by a qualified arborist, experienced in the selective pruning of 

ancient trees, will in my opinion reduce the risk of collapse to a reasonable level.  Catalpa species 

generally respond well to sensitive pruning (not to be confused with lopping).  Trees continue to 

change in shape throughout their life – they are dynamic living organisms.  Even after death they 

continue to provide wildlife habitat for many endangered species.” 

 

Mr. Finch says that the life expectancy of ancient trees throughout the country is being successfully 

managed using this technique and this is being promoted by an organisation known as the Ancient 

Tree Forum of which he is a founder member. 

 

“I urge the County Council to think again – removal is always an easy option with no future risk 

attached.  This tree has graced Monmouth for many years and surely we, the public, can find the 

will and funding to provide it with an opportunity to live out its natural lifespan.”  

 

Steve Clarke for Monmouth Action Group said that no one wanted the area office management to 

lose face “We just want to save the tree.” 

 

 
 

 

From the Chairman of Monmouth Archaeological Society 

Stephen Clarke, MBE, FSA, MIFA.         30.10.05   
 

 
 

Earlier this year the Area Manager of Monmouthshire County Council (Mrs. Jenny Lewis) announced 

that the Council was to fell the famous Catalpa tree on the fenced island beside the Cenotaph in St. 

James’ Square, Monmouth. We do not know who made this decision or on what grounds.  As the 

tree appeared to be in good health, the Town Council combined with the town’s Action Group and 

Monmouth Archaeological Society to commission an opinion from one of the country’s leading 

arboriculturists, Mr. Roy Finch, of Malvern.  
 

Mr. Finch considered the Monmouth tree to be of national significance, “An outstanding part of our 

tree heritage and worthy of the effort and expense involved in its management”. 
 

In response, Monmouthshire County Council then obtained an opinion from its own consultant, Mr. 

Steve Ambler of Brynmawr.  Mr. Ambler considered that to increase the safety of the Catalpa would 

be a relatively easy operation to perform but that the tree was unlikely to survive the operation.  

However, Mr. Roy Finch, says that in his experience Catalpas generally respond well to such 

treatment. 
 



Mr. Ambler recommends felling, in line with the County Council’s plan, but Mr. Finch says, in two 

reports, that the County Council should think again as the tree which has graced Monmouth for so 

many years can be made safe and should be allowed to live out its natural life span. 
 

Mrs. Lewis intends to have the tree felled in December – because she says it is dangerous – but she 

has refused to have a risk assessment carried out or to obtain a report and quotations for making 

the tree safe.  She is ignoring the opinions of some of the most respected tree experts in Britain and 

seems determined to destroy a prominent and historic feature of the county.  
 

The Town Council and our organisations have tried to reason amicably with the County Council 

throughout the year but to no avail.  I have written to Mrs. Lewis suggesting that as the two experts 

do not agree, a meeting should be held around the tree between Mr. Ambler, Mr. Finch and council 

tree officer Jim Keech.  This would show that the County Council did take account of public opinion 

and wanted to be certain that the tree had to be destroyed.  However, this suggestion has also been 

turned down.   It begins to seem that the Area Manager is working on the principle that the County 

Council cannot be wrong – they have said that the tree is to be felled – and felled it will be, despite 

the evidence that it could and should be saved and despite the increasing hostility towards the 

County Council’s intentions in the town.  
 

We have now heard that the Council have asked for tenders to fell the tree. 
 

If you want support us, please write to the Chief Executive of MCC at County Hall, Cwmbran NP44 

2XH. e-mail: colinberg@monmouthshire.gov.uk 

You will receive the standard ‘We are responsible for Public Safety’ letter but it can help. 

 

 

Forest & Wye Valley Review 

October 30th 2005 

 

Dear Editor, 
 

I attach details of the clash between Monmouth and Monmouthshire County Council over the 

destruction of the famous Catalpa Tree in the town. 
 

It is clear that someone in the area office made the rash decision to fell the tree before there had 

been any study and now the manager has to push through the destruction to save face.   We only 

wish to save the tree – backed by the whole town and Monmothians around the world – but as the 

Council are guardians of the Conservation Area and of trees, we have little hope. 
 

The Notes can be supplied on e-mail if required. 

 

Many thanks, 
 

Stephen Clarke, MBE, FSA, MIFA 
 

The Town Wall, Monmouth, NP25 3DN 

Telephone (01600) ***136 or after hours (01600) ***532 

e-mail:   monarch@***.freeserve.co.uk 

 

 

MONMOUTH ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOCIETY 
 

President :  A. L. Sockett, M.A. (Oxon.) 

Vice-President : K. E. Kissack, M.B.E., F.S.A. Chairman : S. H. Clarke, M.B.E., F.S.A., M.I.F.A. 

mailto:colinberg@monmouthshire.gov.uk


Secretary : Stuart Wilson, B.A., Afil..I.F.A.    Treasurer : D. Jemmett, M.A.    Projects Manager: Jane Bray, A.I.F.A. 

 

The Town Wall, 

St. James Square, 

Monmouth, 

Gwent  NP25 3DN 

Tel.: (01600) ***136 
The Ancient Tree Forum, 

c/o The Woodland Trust, 

Autumn Park,  Grantham, 

Lincolnshire  NG31 6LL      11th November, 2005 

 

 

Dear Secretary, 
 

Many thanks for the brochures – none will be wasted.  We are likely to lose our Catalpa tree but 

hopefully the campaign will cause the council to hesitate in future and might bring support for the 

Forum.  There is considerable hostility towards the council’s intended destruction of the tree and 

Roy Finch is standing firm with us. 
 

Many thanks.  Please find enclosed a small donation as we have had no invoice from you – if it 

should be more, please let me know.  
 

Yours sincerely, 

 
 

Stephen Clarke 
 

The Town Wall, Monmouth, NP25 3DN 

Telephone (01600) ***136 or after hours (01600) ***532 

e-mail:   monarch@***.freeserve.co.uk 
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The Ancient Tree Forum, 
c/o The Woodland Trust, 

Autumn Park,  Grantham, 

Lincolnshire  NG31 6LL      30th October, 2005 

 

 

Dear Secretary, 

 

I enclose details of the clash between Monmouth town and Monmouthshire County Council over the impending destruction of the 

famous Catalpa Tree in the town. 

 

It is clear that someone in the area office made the rash decision to fell the tree before there had been any study and now it seems that 

the manager is pushing through the destruction to save face.   We only wish to save the tree – backed by the whole town and old 

Monmothians from around the world – but as the Council are guardians of the Conservation Area and of trees, we have little hope. 

 

I (or someone else) will ring to see if we can purchase some of your large colour leaflets – Roy Finch sent us one and is, as you see, 

supporting us.  

 

If you can help with any suggestions on how to proceed or how to get support from a prominent tree-lover we would be most grateful. 

 

The Notes can be supplied on e-mail if required. 



 

Many thanks,   

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

The Editor, 

The Forest & Wye Valley Review, 

Hill Street, 

Lydney,  Glos. 

 

October 30th 2005 

 

 

Dear Editor, 

 

I enclose a Press Release and details of the clash between Monmouth and Monmouthshire County 

Council over the destruction of the famous Catalpa Tree in the town. 

 

It is clear that someone in the area office made the rash decision to fell the tree before there had 

been any study and now the manager has to push through the destruction to save face.   We only 

wish to save the tree and are supported by the whole town – and Monmothians around the world – 

but as the Council are guardians of the Conservation Area and of trees, we have little hope. 

 

This is a particularly unpleasant case, for the area manager will only talk about replacing the tree.    

 

The Notes can be supplied on e-mail if required. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

Stephen Clarke, MBE, FSA, MIFA 

 

 

The Town Wall, Monmouth, NP25 3DN 
 

Telephone (01600) ***136 or after hours (01600) ***532 
 

e-mail:   monarch@***.freeserve.co.uk 

 

 

 

 

MONMOUTH ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOCIETY 
 

President :  A. L. Sockett, M.A. (Oxon.) 

Vice-President : K. E. Kissack, M.B.E., F.S.A. Chairman : S. H. Clarke, M.B.E., F.S.A., M.I.F.A. 

Secretary : Stuart Wilson, B.A., Afil..I.F.A.    Treasurer : D. Jemmett, M.A.    Projects Manager: Jane Bray, A.I.F.A.. 
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Press Release, 30.10.05 

NO SURRENDER OVER THE CATALPA TREE 
 

Monmouthshire Area Manager Jenny Lewis has backed herself into a corner over the felling of 

Monmouth’s ancient Catalpa tree and doesn’t know how to extricate herself, says Monmouth 

Action Group.  
 

Chairman Stephen Clarke said:  “A rash decision was made to fell the tree – a decision made by 

someone unknown, before there was any specialist report – and now she has to use all her powers 

in order to carry out the destruction.  There is increasing evidence that to fell the tree would be an 

act of vandalism unnecessary under Health & Safety legislation”. 
 

Mrs. Lewis intends to have the tree felled in December – because it is dangerous, but archaeologist 

Mr. Clarke says that she has refused to have a risk assessment carried out or to obtain a report and 

quotations for making the tree safe. She is ignoring the opinion of one of the most respected tree 

experts in Britain and seems hell bent on destroying a prominent and historic feature of the county.  
 

 “The two arborists commissioned both agree that surgery to increase the safety of the tree is a 

relatively easy operation to perform but Mr. Steve Ambler, consultant for the County Council, says 

that the tree was unlikely to survive the operation. However, Mr. Roy Finch, consultant for the Town 

Council says that in his experience Catalpas respond well to such treatment.  Mr. Ambler 

recommends felling, in line with the County Council’s intentions, but Mr. Finch says that the 

Monmouth tree is of national significance, an outstanding part of our tree heritage and worthy of 

the effort and expense involved in its management”. 
 

Mr. Clarke says that he has written to Mrs. Lewis suggesting that as the two experts do not agree, a 

meeting should be held around the tree between Mr. Ambler, Mr. Finch and council tree officer Jim 

Keech.  This would show that the County Council did take account of public opinion and wanted to 

be certain that the tree had to be destroyed.  However, this suggestion has also been turned down.  
 

Mr. Clarke says that the Area Manager seems to be working on the principle that the County Council 

cannot be wrong – they have said that the tree is to be felled – and felled it will be, despite the 

evidence that it could and should be saved and despite the increasing hostility towards the County 

Council’s intentions in the town. 
 

 “As this much-loved tree is in a Conservation area, amongst listed buildings, I feel that it is of 

greater importance than normal under Town & Country Planning legislation.  We are hoping that 

the Chief Executive will encourage the area office to reconsider the future of the tree in the light of 

public opinion – few people in Monmouth believe that the tree is dying or that it cannot be treated.  

Even if pruning only gives the tree a few more decades, I am sure that the people of Monmouth 

would applaud any efforts to save it.  We do not know who first decided that the tree should be 

felled or on what grounds but Mrs. Lewis now appears honour bound to carry out the destruction 

which, in the circumstances, would be an act of vandalism”. 
 

Reflecting public concern, Monmouth Town Council, the Action Group and the Archaeological 

Society had combined to commission the independent report by Mr. Finch.  The commission was for 

him to examine the Catalpa tree and several other trees that the Council intended to fell in 

Drybridge Park.   

 

 

 



 

Mrs. Lewis criticised the report by Mr. Finch for its conciseness but Mr. Ambler’s report is crammed 

full of ‘Glossaries’, ‘Information on Coding and Abbreviations’ and similar material which is kept on 

all consultants’ computers to bump out their reports.   

 

 

 

 
The Town Wall 

(01600) ***136 

 

6th November 2005 

 

Dear Mary and Robert, 

 

As you see, we have got the second report which the Chief Executive mentions – and now they must ‘reassess the situation” as promised. 

 

I am sending these notes by e-mail as well.  

 

Many thanks for last week’s super report.  If we save the tree perhaps we should alter the notice under it to :  

 

‘Indian Bean Tree – sponsored by the Monmouthshire Beacon’.  

 

Best wishes, 

 

 

 
The Editor 

The Monmouthshire Beacon 

Monnow Street 

Monmouth 

 

17th October 2005 

 

 

 

Sir, 

 

How times have changed. 

 

I was a member of the old Monmouth Borough Council when the town had a Mayor, Alderman and Councillors with real powers.  I recall, 

for example, Councillor Roger Smith signing the cheque to build King’s Fee Estate – a quarter of a million pounds, I think.  

 

None of us on the Council was paid – very few even claimed expenses – indeed most of us never received a halfpenny of any kind 

throughout our time as councillors. 

 

After centuries of local administration, the Government replaced Monmouth Borough Council with the predecessor of Monmouthshire 

County Council in 1974 – in the interests of cost and efficiency.  

  

Today, the four Monmouth County Councillors who replace the town’s 16 voluntary Aldermen and Councillors are paid over £50,000 a 

year.  Heaven knows what the officers get. 

 

However, I suppose that a few pounds can be saved by felling, rather than regularly pruning, the Catalpa Tree. 

 

 

Stephen Clarke 

 

 

 

9 Gibraltar Drive, 

Monmouth  NP25 3DN 

 

 
 

88 Cosmeston Street 

Cathays 

Cardiff  CF24 4LR 

 



The Editor, 

The Monmouthshire Beacon, 

Monmouth.           15th October 2005 

 

 

 

Sir, 

 

Steve Wadley says that Mr. Roy Finch, believed that “the Catalpa tree was very hazardous and, even though the tree’s life could be 

extended for a couple of years, it was too much of a risk to pedestrians and traffic for it to be retained.” 

 

Mr. Finch in fact says in his report that he considered that “the safe life expectancy (of the tree) could be extended by a careful overall 

crown reduction of approximately 1-2 metres”.   He says:  “In my experience this species is relatively amenable to being pruned in this 

manner, producing reasonable re-growth.”  

 

Mr. Finch concludes his report by saying that the Catalpa tree “is an outstanding tree, part of our tree heritage and worthy of the effort 

and expense involved in its future management.” 

 

Yours faithfully, 

 

 

 

Elwyn Franses 

 
 

17th October 2005 

 

 

THE MONMOUTH CATALPA TREE 
 

(The Indian Bean Tree beside the War Memorial in St. James’ Square) 



 February 2005: Monmouthshire County Council officers announce that they intend to fell 

the Catalpa Tree in St. James’ Square – on grounds of safety and because they say that it is reaching 

the end of its normal lifespan.  

 

 March 2005:  Monmouth Town Council, The Action Group and the Archaeological 

Society combine to finance an independent report on the health of the Catalpa tree and on trees 

the Council intends to fell in Drybridge Park. 

 

 Mr. Roy Finch, of Malvern, one of Britain’s leading arboriculturists, produces the 

independent report which says that the tree is one of the finest in the country and that it can be 

treated and should be saved as an important part of our heritage. 

 

 August 2005:  The County Council employ another independent report by Mr. S. J. 

Ambler of Brynmawr.  Mr. Ambler carries out his inspection on 9th August “between late morning 

and  early afternoon”.   He discusses options for saving the tree but recommends felling. 

 

 28th September 2005:       At a meeting of interested parties, the Council officers only wish to 

discuss felling and replacing the Catalpa – because, they say, it is old and dangerous.   However, 

there can be little doubt that destroying the tree would be cheaper than saving it. 

 

 

 

You can help save the tree by writing to: 



 

The Chief Executive of Monmouthshire County Council at 
 

COUNTY HALL, CWMBRAN  NP44 2XH.   Tel. 01633 644644 
 

e-mail:  colinberg@monmouthshire.gov.uk 

 
 

and by contacting your County Councillors: 
 

Eileen Goodrich (Tel. ***226);   Mrs. Hacket Pain (Tel. ***006); 
 

Alan Wintle (Tel. ***155);    Susan White (Tel. ***611). 
 
 

A list of people interested in helping in other ways is being compiled. 

If you would like to help, contact: 
 

Stephen Clarke at The Town Wall,  St. James’ Square, Monmouth 

Telephone Monmouth ***136 

 
 

MONMOUTH ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOCIETY 
 

President :  A. L. Sockett, M.A. (Oxon.) 

Vice-President : K. E. Kissack, M.B.E., F.S.A. Chairman : S. H. Clarke, M.B.E., F.S.A., M.I.F.A. 

Secretary : Stuart Wilson, B.A., Afil..I.F.A.    Treasurer : D. Jemmett, M.A.    Projects Manager: Jane Bray, A.I.F.A. 

 

The Town Wall, 

St. James Square, 

Monmouth, 

Gwent  NP25 3DN. 

Tel.: (01600) ***136 

Councillor Susan Chivers, 

 Mayor of Monmouth, 

The Shire Hall, 

Monmouth         7th October 2005 

 

Madam Mayor and Councillors, 

 

As the Archaeological Society representative, I attended the meeting called by the County Council’s 

Area Manager to discuss felling the Catalpa tree in St. James’ Square. 

  

I was against the Town Council going to the expense of commissioning a third report on the tree, as 

your Council, with the Archaeological Society and the Action Group, had already spent twice as 

much as the County Council on the matter. 

 

On reading the Council report after the meeting it was clear that Mr. Finch had spent just as much 

time in his examination of the tree as had Mr. Ambler for the County Council.   I felt that Mr. Finch 

had produced concise and adequate evidence that the tree can and should be allowed to live on 

safely into the future. 

 

mailto:colinberg@monmouthshire.gov.uk


We held a special meeting and decided that it would be counterproductive to await the 

commissioning of a further report to which your Council has yet to agree.  The Catalpa Tree has 

begun to shed its leaves and will soon not look its best – as it did when covered in blossom in the 

spring.   We felt that it was imperative that we begin campaigning immediately as we saw the 

County Council officers’ suggestion that the tree was dangerous as ominous.  Consequently, we 

have nearly completed the leafleting of the whole town.   

 

The reaction of the people of Monmouth to this campaign has been overwhelming and I feel sure 

that your councillors share their strong feelings. 

 

We are asking that the County Council request tenders from qualified tree surgeons to act on Mr. 

Finch’s report. We are hoping that the County Council officers will not continue with the negative 

and presumably cheaper option of destroying yet another part of Monmouth’s heritage. 

 

On behalf of the Action Group, the Archaeological Society and, I feel, the people of Monmouth, I 

thank you. 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

 

Stephen Clarke 
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MONMOUTH ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOCIETY 
 

President :  A. L. Sockett, M.A. (Oxon.) 

Vice-President : K. E. Kissack, M.B.E., F.S.A. Chairman : S. H. Clarke, M.B.E., F.S.A., M.I.F.A. 

Secretary : Stuart Wilson, B.A., Afil..I.F.A.    Treasurer : D. Jemmett, M.A.    Projects Manager: Jane Bray, A.I.F.A. 

 

The Town Wall, 

St. James Square, 

Monmouth, 

Gwent  NP25 3DN. 

Tel.: (01600) ***136 

Ms Elizabeth Evans,  

 Director of Investigations, 

Public Services Ombudsman for Wales, 

1 Ffordd yr Hen Gae,  Pencoed  CF35 5LJ 

        30th September 2005 
 

Dear Ms Thomas, 

Your Ref:  200500230   ENT/AMG 
 

Following a complaint by County Councillor Alan Wintle against Town Councillor Susan Chivers you 

found that there was no evidence of a breach of the code of conduct by Councillor Chivers (28th June 

2005). 
 



Since that time the campaign to preserve the Catalpa tree (by Monmouth Town Council, Monmouth 

Archaeological Society and Monmouth Action group) has continued. County Councillor Wintle is 

strongly opposed to this campaign and although he does not represent the ward concerned. 
 

Councillor Wintle has told me that he does not agree with the Ombudsman’s decision and that he 

intends to ‘take the matter further.’ It is many years since I served as a Borough Councillor so I am 

unfamiliar with the modern regulations and codes of conduct and am at a loss to know what the 

Councillor intends. 
 

Councillor Chivers is a respected member of the Town Council who has recently been elected Mayor 

of Monmouth. County Councillor Wintle’s continued pursuit of Councillor Chivers and his unusual 

attitude towards tree preservation is an embarrassment to a councillor who reflects public concern, 

has acted in good faith and cannot reply during her year of office. 
 

I do not know if County Councillor Wintle’s original complaint against Councillor Chivers constituted 

a breach of any code of conduct but I would appreciate any comments you feel able to make on that 

point. I am concerned that the county councillor’s activities are unfair and have become an 

unnecessary source of worry to Councillor Chivers. 
 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

Stephen Clarke, MBE, FSA, MIFA 

 

 

 

 

 
 

1988 winners of          1988 winners of 

THE PITT-RIVERS AWARD          THE LEGAL  & GENERAL SILVER TROWEL 

for the best voluntary project            for the greatest initiative 

in Archaeology           in Archaeology 

1992 Runners-up for the Pitt-Rivers Award   2004 Finalists for the Pitt-Rivers Award 

 

 
 

Dear Mr Clarke, 

 

Further to our conversation yesterday the Bursar would appreciate your request in writing together 

the notification from your insurance company stating that the trees are affecting your building.     As 

you know the trees are in a conservation area and we would require such documentation in order to 

take the matter further. 

 

 

Dear Theresa Murphy, 
Thank you for your e-mail. I am sorry if I led you to understand that our insurance company had 

stated that your trees were affecting our building. The insurance company have asked if “there are 

any trees or shrubs over 20ft in height within 30ft of the building”. There are eight trees over 40ft in 

height within 7ft of our walls. These trees all look to be around a foot wide. A substantial crack has 

appeared in the front wall inside the office nearest to the trees but I do not know yet know the cause.  
 

Dear Ms Murphy,  
Further to my e-mail of 30th September in reply to yours of the same date. Conservation Area 

Consent is not required for softwoods but the Council do require a six week 'notice of intent.' Yours 

sincerely, Stephen Clarke. 
 

 



 
 

THE MONMOUTH CATALPA TREE 
 

(The Indian Bean Tree beside the War Memorial in St. James’ Square) 

 

PETITION TO MONMOUTHSHIRE COUNTY COUNCIL 

 

We, the undersigned, call upon Monmouthshire County Council to make every effort to retain 

Monmouth’s Catalpa Tree.  We ask the Council to obtain quotations for the treatment of the tree as 

suggested in the report by the arboriculturist Mr. Roy Finch.  
 

 

 

         Name        Address 

   

 

  1______________________ _________________________________________ 

 
  2______________________ _________________________________________ 

 
  3______________________ _________________________________________ 

 
  4______________________ _________________________________________ 

 
  5______________________ _________________________________________ 

 
  6______________________ _________________________________________ 

 
  7______________________ _________________________________________ 

 
  8______________________ _________________________________________ 

 
  9______________________ _________________________________________ 

 
10______________________ _________________________________________ 

 
11______________________ _________________________________________ 

 
12______________________ _________________________________________ 

 
13______________________ _________________________________________ 

 
14______________________ _________________________________________ 



 
15______________________ _________________________________________ 

 



The Town Wall, 

St. James Square, 

Monmouth, 

Gwent  NP25 3DN. 

Tel.: (01600) ***136 

Jenny Lewis 

Monmouthshire County Council 

Market Hall, 

Monmouth 

29th September 2005 

 

 

Dear Jenny, 

 

It was nice to meet you and Jim Keech yesterday and for the consideration that you are 

showing towards our concerns for the future of the Catalpa Tree. 

 

I have now read Mr. Ambler’s report and have discussed it with several of our members.  

 

At the meeting, you stressed that Mr. Ambler’s examination of the tree was more thorough 

and extensive than the examination by Roy Finch but from Mr. Ambler’s report this does not 

appear to have been the case. He carried out his inspection ‘between late morning and early 

afternoon’ (5.2 1). Does this mean during his lunch hour?  

 

Mr. Ambler, while recommending the destruction of the tree, does admit that remedial work 

is possible. This would obviously be more expensive.  

 

I am sure that the people of Monmouth want the tree saved for as long as possible. Perhaps 

one could be planted elsewhere in time for the inevitable – apparently large trees can be 

moved successfully – as was promised for the one removed in the Conservation Area by 

Gailiard. 

 

We hope that the Council will commission a programme to save the tree rather than taking 

the cheaper option. We are unhappy with the idea of waiting for the Town Council to obtain 

yet another opinion when it is reasonably clear that the tree can be preserved. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

Stephen Clarke 

 

 

 

 
 

15 St. James’ Street 

Monmouth  NP25 3DL 

Mr. Colin Berg, 

 Chief Executive, 

Monmouthshire County Council, 

County Hall, 

Cwmbran  NP44 2XH 

 

5th October 2005 



 

Dear Mr. Berg, 

 

I am told that the council intend to destroy the Indian Bean Tree in St. James’ Square even though 

an independent tree specialist says that it can be saved. 

 

I have lived in this street for 75 years and obviously feel as strongly about the tree as anyone could.  

My late husband worked on the tree as long ago as 1948 when he and another employee, Mr. 

Symonds, fitted the tree with the iron straining bars which are still in place. 

 

I do hope that you will consider saving the tree and will not take the cheaper option of chopping it 

down. The tree has been a part of our lives since I was a child and if there is any chance of saving it, 

I am sure the ratepayers would support that even if it cost more. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 (Mrs.) J. Patterson 

 

Dear Sir, 

  

I am writing to you from the USA to plead for the life of the Indian Bean Tree. Here it is almost 

impossible to get a permit to take down a mature tree. Well trained Tree surgeons make sure 

that they are safe and pruned to reduce any danger to the public. In nearby Tahoe City a 

mature tree that stood on an island in the middle of the road was felled amid a huge public 

outcry. The soul went out of the place and it is a shadow of its former self. 

  

Please find a sympathetic person to treat the tree to make it safe. Catalpas are rare and 

wonderful, when I was a child my uncle farmed in Llangibby and he had such a tree on his 

land, it opened my eyes to the wonders of the varieties of trees, .... beautiful flowers and then 

runner beans!!!! It was a wonder in itself. I still have relations living in Monmouth and I know 

they feel as I do from 6000 miles away. 

  

Sincerely 

  

Raye Roes 

Incline Village NV 

USA 

Mr. Colin Berg, 

 Chief Executive, 

Monmouthshire County Council, 

County Hall, 

Cwmbran  NP44 2XH 

 

5th October 2005 

 

 

 

Clawdd-y-Celyn 

9 Gibraltar Drive 

Monmouth 

Gwent   NP25 5FE 

Jenny Lewis 

Monmouthshire County Council 

Market Hall, 

Monmouth 

29th September 2005 

 

Dear Jenny, 



 

Even though your tree specialist has convinced you and Jim Keech that the Catalpa Tree is 

dying and is a danger to the public there must, in fairness, remain some doubt.  I have just 

spoken to Roy Finch who says that he stands by his report and that Steve Wadley (in the 

Beacon) got it wrong – presumably, Steve heard what he wanted to hear. 

 

Even if treatment only gives the tree another decade or so I’m sure the people of Monmouth 

would applaud your efforts to retain it.  [Confidentially – for the cost, it would be an 

excellent public relations exercise!]  We can quote several places where councils will do 

anything (cropping, propping even steel frames) rather than destroy a tree which their 

communities treasure and this one is loved by nearly everyone. Despite what Mr. Ambler 

says, Roy Finch and others can produce evidence that Catalpas are amenable to treatment.  

 

Making a real effort to save the tree would show that the Council does listen and is 

interested in the views of the public. The feeling around the town now is that the tree is not 

dying, that you do not listen, that you do not act democratically and that you will fell the 

tree at all costs. This, of course, is probably wrong but there is increasing hostility and bad 

feeling (to which of course I have contributed – although hopefully with the best of 

intentions). 

 

I realise that unless you have a change of heart there is absolutely nothing we can do to save 

the tree. However, I honestly believe, like Roy Finch, that it can be made safe and allowed to 

live longer. It does not need a ‘U’ turn – it would be in consideration of public opinion and 

the extra evidence that has been produced. There would be refreshing acclaim for the 

Council – and for what it’s worth, I would want be in the forefront of such acclaim. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Hi Chris, 

 

With reference to the Catalpa tree . . . I expect you’ve been talking to Sox . . . he has traditionally 

taken the opposite view in all of my campaigns . . . and he’s sure that we mad and totally out of 

control !    

 

I enclose part of Roy Finch’s report and hope you can see why I felt that we should try to save the 

tree.  However, it is certain that it will be felled in December. 

 

I missed my chance when Sox (the first one in town) told me that the tree was old, falling apart and 

should be exterminated.   I failed to point out that it was not much older than him! 

 

Best wishes, 

 

 

Steve. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Letter read at an area meeting of Monmouthshire County Council at The Buckholt Hall, 

Monmouth.  For passing to the Central Area Committee as suggested by Jenny Lewis 

 

 

Steve Clarke, Monmouth Archaeological Society. 

 

I believe that Jenny Lewis has briefed the committee on the Catalpa Tree issue. 
 

Earlier this year the area office informed Monmouth Town Council that the Catalpa Tree in 

St. James’ Square was to be felled.  The County Council has its own tree officer but there had 

been no specialist report on the health of the tree or on if it was unsafe. 
 

Reflecting public concern, Monmouth Town Council, the Action Group and the 

Archaeological Society combined to commission an independent report by one of the 

country’s leading arboriculturists, Mr. Roy Finch of Malvern. The commission was for him to 

examine the Catalpa tree and several other trees that the Council intended to fell in 

Drybridge Park.   
 

Mr. Finch supported the County Council on the felling of the trees in Drybridge Park but he 

said that the Monmouth Catalpa tree was nationally significant and an outstanding part of 

our tree heritage.  He said that in his experience this type of tree was amenable to 

treatment and was worthy of the effort and expense involved in its management. 
 

In response, the County Council then commissioned its own independent report by 

Consultant Mr. Steve Ambler of Brynmawr. Mr. Ambler says (P9.7) that surgery to increase 

the safety margin of the tree is a relatively easy operation to perform but that the tree was 

unlikely to survive the trauma. This, of course, is the opposite of what Mr. Finch had said.  

Mr. Ambler recommended felling and replacement planting. 
 

I have written to the Council’s Area Manager, Mrs. Jenny Lewis, suggesting that as the two 

experts do not agree that the tree should be destroyed, there must be some doubt that it 

cannot be retained.  I have suggested that a meeting between Mr. Ambler, Mr. Finch and the 

Council’s own Tree Officer, Jim Keech, be held around the tree.  This action would show that 

the Council did take account of public opinion and wished to be certain that the tree had to 

be destroyed. I gather from Debbi McArty 
 

Mrs. Lewis says that the tree will be felled in December, for Health & Safety reasons but has 

refused to have a risk assessment carried out or to obtain a report and quotations for 

making the tree safe. 
 

As the tree is in a Conservation area, rich in listed buildings I feel that it is of greater 

importance than normal under Town & Country Planning legislation.  We are hoping that 

your committee will encourage the area office to reconsider the future of the tree in the 

light of public opinion, for few people in Monmouth believe that the tree is dying and cannot 

be treated.  Even if pruning only gives the tree another decade or two, I am sure that the 

people of Monmouth would applaud any efforts to save it.  

  

The Town Wall, Monmouth.  Tel 01600 ***136 

 

 

 

 

 

15 King’s Fee, 



Monmouth 

 

29th October 2005 

 

Sir, 

 

I am sure that Steve Wadley writes with the very best of intentions and I realise that he is in 

an awkward position in that as he does lots of tree felling for the County Council and that he 

might be competing for the Catalpa contract.  

 

However, when Steve said that Roy Finch had changed his mind about saving the tree he 

was very wrong. We have spoken to Mr. Finch who stands by his report that the tree is 

outstanding and can be pruned and saved.  

 

It does appear that Steve heard what he wanted to hear – but he should never worry that he 

might be short of work for it seems likely that under the Council’s  Health and Safety guise, 

every tree in the county can be treated as dangerous. 

 

To quote Sir David Attenborough in 2002:  

‘Ancient trees are precious. There is little else on earth that plays host to such a rich 

community of life within a single living organism.’ 

 

Susan Chivers (Town Councillor) 

 

 

Hs17301 (continued)        - 2- 
 

 

Catalpa species generally respond well to sensitive pruning (not to be 

confused with lopping). I agree its shape will be altered but trees continue to 

change in shape throughout their life – they are dynamic living organisms.  

Even after death they continue to provide wildlife habitat for many endangered 

species. 
 

I urge the County Council to think again – removal is always an easy option 

with no future risk attached.  This tree has graced Monmouth for many years 

and surely we, the public, can find the will and funding to provide it with an 

opportunity to live out its natural life span. 
 

 

 

The Town Wall, 

St. James Square, 

Monmouth, 

Gwent  NP25 3DN. 

Tel.: (01600) ***136 

Mrs. Jenny Lewis, 

 Area Manager, 

Monmouthshire County Council, 

Market Hall, 

Monmouth 

29th November 2005 

 



 

Dear Jenny, 

 

The Catalpa Tree in St. James’ Square, Monmouth 

 

 

 Would please supply me with copies of the Council records of the routine inspection 

programme which has been carried out on the Catalpa Tree in St. James’ Square, 

Monmouth, since the County Council took over from Monmouth Borough Council. 

 

 Would you also please supply records of the maintenance carried out on the tree 

over the same period. 

 

 

Thanking you, 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

 

Stephen Clarke 

 

 

  



 

 

The Town Wall, 

St. James Square, 

Monmouth, 

Gwent  NP25 3DN. 

Tel.: (01600) ***136 

Mrs. Jenny Lewis, 

 Area Manager, 

Monmouthshire County Council, 

Market Hall, 

Monmouth 

30th November 2005 

 

 

Dear Jenny, 

 

The Catalpa Tree in St. James’ Square, Monmouth 

 

 

 Would you please supply details of what consideration has been given to the bats 

which are thought to roost in the Catalpa Tree in St. James’ Square?   

 

 I note that Mr. Ambler has included a paragraph on bats in his report on the Catalpa 

tree – a standard note kept on his computer – which he presumably copies to all his reports:  

 

4.3   “The trees [sic] forming the basis of this report have [sic] been assessed for 

potential habitat.  In this instance, whilst potential roost sites may be possible, none were 

discovered at the time of the inspection.” 

 

 Even if this is more than just a routine note, perhaps a sunny afternoon in August 

might not have been the best time to look for bats which often have different summer and 

winter roosts. 

 

Thanking you, 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

 

Stephen Clarke 

 

 

 

The Town Wall, 

St. James Square, 

Monmouth, 

Gwent  NP25 3DN 

Tel.: (01600) ***136 
Mrs. J. Lewis, 

Area Manager, 

Monmouthshire County Council, 

One Stop Shop, 



Market Hall, 

Monmouth, Gwent 

         17th November 

2005 

 

 

 

Dear Jenny, 

 

Would you please supply me with the following information: 

 

 

The Catalpa Tree in St. James’ Square, Monmouth. 

 

 

Who decided that it was necessary to fell the Catalpa Tree? 

 

When was it decided to fell the tree? 

 

What reasons were there at that time for felling the tree? 

  

 

I would appreciate photocopies of the relevant records. 

 

 

Would you also please let me know of the timetable you have for felling the tree. 

 

 

Thanking you, 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

 

Stephen Clarke 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Town Wall, 

St. James Square, 

Monmouth, 

Gwent  NP25 3DN 

Tel.: (01600) ***136 
Mrs. J. Lewis, 

Area Manager, 

Monmouthshire County Council, 

One Stop Shop, 



Market Hall, 

Monmouth, Gwent 

         21st November 2005 

 

 

 

Dear Jenny, 

 

Would you please supply me with the following information: 

 

 

The Catalpa Tree in St. James’ Square, Monmouth. 

 

 

Tenders for Felling 

  

 

When and where the invitation to tender was advertised. 

 

If there was no advertisement, which firms were asked to tender. 

 

 

If possible, I would appreciate photocopies of the relevant records. 

 

 

Thanking you, 

 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

 

Stephen Clarke 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
The Town Wall, 

St. James Square, 

Monmouth, 

Gwent  NP25 3DN. 

Tel.: (01600) ***136 

Mrs. Jenny Lewis, 

 Area Manager, 

Monmouthshire County Council, 

Market Hall, 

Monmouth 

29th November 2005 

 

 

Dear Jenny, 

 

The Catalpa Tree in St. James’ Square, Monmouth 

 

 



 Would please supply me with copies of the Council records of the routine inspection programme which has been 

carried out on the Catalpa Tree in St. James’ Square, Monmouth, since the County Council took over from Monmouth Borough 

Council. 

 

 Would you also please supply records of the maintenance carried out on the tree over the same period. 

 

Thanking you, 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

Stephen Clarke 

 

 

 

The Town Wall, 

St. James Square, 

Monmouth, 

Gwent  NP25 3DN. 

Tel.: (01600) ***136 

Mrs. Jenny Lewis, 

 Area Manager, 

Monmouthshire County Council, 

Market Hall, 

Monmouth 

30th November 2005 

 

 

Dear Jenny, 

 

The Catalpa Tree in St. James’ Square, Monmouth 

 

 

 Would you please supply details of what consideration has been given to the bats which are thought to roost in the 

Catalpa Tree in St. James’ Square?   

 

 I note that Mr. Ambler has included a paragraph on bats in his report on the Catalpa tree – a standard note kept on 

his computer – which he presumably copies to all his reports:  

 

4.3   “The trees [sic] forming the basis of this report have [sic] been assessed for potential habitat.  In this instance, 

whilst potential roost sites may be possible, none were discovered at the time of the inspection.” 

 

 Even if this is more than just a routine note, perhaps a sunny afternoon in August might not have been the best time 

to look for bats which often have different summer and winter roosts. 

 

Thanking you, 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Mr. Ambler included two paragraphs on bats in his report on the Catalpa tree but Mr. Clarke 

claims that the note is simply a standard item which Mr. Ambler keeps on his computer and 

which he presumably copies to all his reports.  The report says “The trees [sic] forming the 

basis of this report have [sic] been assessed for potential habitat. In this instance, whilst 

potential roost sites may be possible, none were discovered at the time of the inspection.”  

Mr. Clarke says that Mr. Ambler let the cat out of the bag when he forgot to change the note 

from ‘trees’ to ‘tree’ and ‘have’ to ‘has’. 

 

 

OUT OF DATE SCRAP I THINK 

 

 

 



INJUNCTION THREATENS – 

To stop the County Council felling the Catalpa Tree 

 

Protesters are preparing to take out an injunction to stop Monmouthshire County Council 

destroying the Catalpa Tree in St. James’ Square, Monmouth.  

 

The Chairman of Monmouth Action Group, Archaeologist Stephen Clarke, says that there are 

several aspects to the legal move including the Council’s tree inspection and maintenance 

practices.  Another very important issue is that the Council has failed to take account of the 

potential bat roost sites which the arboriculturist, Mr. Steve Ambler, reported were in the 

tree.  The Council had commissioned Mr. Ambler to examine the tree during the summer 

and his report informs the Council of its legal responsibilities in relation to bats.  Mr. Clarke 

says the Council has ignored this and the fact that Mr. Ambler did not carry out a realistic bat 

survey.  Under the Wildlife and Countryside Act, bats have to be fully considered before any 

work is carried out on trees, especially if the trees are mature.  

 

If a survey were to be carried out now, any bats in the tree would be disturbed during their 

winter roost and it is against the law to disturb bats at any time, let alone when they are at 

their most vulnerable. 

   

Mr. Clarke says that the Area Management of the County Council is guilty of duplicity in 

relation to meeting the legal requirements for the protection of bats.  “I have written to the 

Area Manager asking her to supply details of what consideration has been given to the bats 

which may have roosts in the tree but the evidence from Mr. Ambler’s report suggests that 

they have neglected to comply with the law.”   

 

Mr. Ambler included two paragraphs on bats in his report on the Catalpa tree but Mr. Clarke 

claims that the note is simply a standard item which Mr. Ambler keeps on his computer and 

which he presumably copies to all his reports.  The report says “The trees [sic] forming the 

basis of this report have [sic] been assessed for potential habitat. In this instance, whilst 

potential roost sites may be possible, none were discovered at the time of the inspection.”  

Mr. Clarke says that Mr. Ambler let the cat out of the bag when he forgot to change the note 

from ‘trees’ to ‘tree’ and ‘have’ to ‘has’. 

 

Stephen Clarke claims that even if this were more than just a routine note, a sunny 

afternoon in August may not have been the best time to look for bats. Many bats roost in 

hollows or under the bark of trees and have different summer and winter roosts.  So even if 

Mr. Ambler had looked for roosts and found no bats in the potential sites which he says 

were there, it is quite possible that they are in the tree now that winter is here. 

 

“If any further evidence was required that Mr. Ambler’s note was a meaningless element of 

his report, then we only need to read the details of his inspection.  He says that the tree was 

inspected from ground level and that ‘On this occasion, sufficient information was gathered 

using this method and it was not deemed necessary to climb the tree.’”  Mr. Clarke asks, 

“How on earth could he possibly have checked for bat roosts from under the tree – 

especially when the tree was in full leaf?  One can only wonder what other parts of this 

report are meaningless.” 

 

There are some fifteen species of bat native to the British Isles, all are insectivorous and 

depend to some extent on habitat in which trees are a significant element.  Bats are in 

decline globally and are protected in Britain under the Wildlife and Countryside Act (as 

amended) Conservation (Natural Habitats) Regulations, 1994.   

 



 

It is hoped to establish a public fund to finance the injunction and donations will be invited 

when a bank account has been opened. 

 

 

Other Notes 

The largest Catalpa trees recorded in Champion Trees in the British Isles (ISBN 0.85538322 4) 

published in 1994 was at Deans Court, Dorset, with a height of 19 metres and diameter 

70cms measured in 1986 and Rochester Cathedral, Kent, with a height of 12 metres and 

diameter of 93cms measured in 1984. Mr. Finch estimated the St. James’ Square tree as 

approximately 13 metres in height by 5.15cms in girth being over 100 cms in diameter 

measured at 40 cms above ground level at its narrowest point. 
 

 

 

Out to Tender – 

Felling of the Catalpa Tree 
 

 

Monmouthshire County Council has invited tenders for the felling of the Catalpa Tree in St. 

James’ Square despite fierce local opposition. Over the weekend contractors have carried 

out an examination of the tree to prepare quotations for the work. The Council’s Area 

Manager, Mrs. Jenny Lewis, has said that the tree is to be felled for safety reasons but 

conservationists are up in arms over what they consider a misuse of council powers. 

 

Archaeologist Stephen Clarke, who is chairman of Monmouth Action Group, said that this 

was an extraordinary state of affairs. “The council’s Chief Executive has consistently said that 

if a revised opinion from the arboriculturist employed by the Town Council, the 

Archaeologists and the Action Group differed greatly from their own tree expert’s report 

then there might be room for some reassessment.”  This revised report has now been 

obtained from leading tree expert Mr. Roy Finch of Malvern and is totally opposed to the 

destruction of the tree.  “However, we are now being told that our new report is ‘not a 

second opinion, but a reiteration of the opinions expressed in Mr. Finch’s first report’.”  He 

said that he considered this an abuse of the council’s authority and a callous moving of the 

goalposts. 

 

“Even more unbelievable is that the Area Manager appears to be over-ruling commitments 

made by the County Council’s Chief Executive. This bizarre situation has arisen from the 

absolute determination of the Area Office to carry out their original plan to destroy the 

tree.” 

 

“We have tried for months to reason amicably with the Area Manager by suggesting such 

things as a meeting of experts around the tree to see if it can be saved.  This idea was 

reasonable as both consultants agreed that treatment would be inexpensive.  Again, this has 

been met with the same intransigence as everything else – the Area Manager only wants to 

talk about felling the tree.”   

 

Mr. Clarke said that Mrs. Lewis’s peculiar idea of having a ceremony to “give the tree a good 

send off when it is felled” was further evidence that she is totally out of touch with the 

people of Monmouth.  

 

 



 
The photograph shows a leaflet which is being distributed by Monmouth Action Group. A 

spokesman said that they were concerned that the tree would “suddenly be declared unsafe” 

and felled on a weekend.  “This has happened to other trees and to the Grade II Listed 

Kwiksave building in Monnow Street.” 
 

 

Monmouth Catalpa Tree largest in  

the United Kingdom 
 
Another tree expert has joined the fight to save the Catalpa tree in St. James’ Square, 

Monmouth and has submitted data to the National Tree Register showing that it has the 

biggest girth of any Catalpa tree in the United Kingdom.  It may also be the oldest. 

 

Arboricultural Consultant Mr. Jerry Ross, B.Sc.(Hons); F.Arbor.A. has written a report on the 

tree for Monmouth Action Group and the Archaeological Society which strongly supports the 

views of Mr. Roy Finch of Malvern who said that it was an outstanding part of our heritage 

and could and should be preserved. 

 

Mr. Ross says that even allowing for the difficulty of measuring old trees in a standardised 

manner, with their various protuberances and cavities, it is clear that the figures obtained 

for this tree place it by a very considerable margin as the specimen with the largest girth 

known in the UK.  The data has now been submitted to the Tree Register for confirmation.  

“Being of the largest girth, it is possibly also the oldest Catalpa in the country; it is certainly a 

unique specimen. This of itself might be considered reason enough to devote extraordinary 

measures to its preservation, but it is not simply an old tree: it is still, by anyone’s account 

(at least if they have any appreciation of trees or the natural world) a very attractive 

specimen, every year producing a crop of its characteristic large leaves and showy flowers, 

and it is an absolutely critical feature of the landscape of Monmouth, as has been 

demonstrated by the public outcry against its removal.” 

Mr. Ross said that he had been familiar with the tree over many years and had been aware 

of dieback, with dead twigs and some yellowing of foliage near the top of the tree appearing 

every summer. “And yet the process of dieback has not been significantly progressive; each 

year there is a crop of dead twigs, but there is also a degree of re-growth so that the tree is 

not reducing significantly in size, nor is it becoming ‘stag-headed’. There is no doubt that 

there is, as Mr. Ambler (for the County Council) suggests, some ‘physiological dysfunction or 

disruption within the roots or woody conducting tissue…’  but I believe that the tree still 

retains a good deal of vitality.  Such an ancient specimen must be expected to have a 

somewhat reduced level of vigour, by which I mean that, largely because of its depleted 

reserves of stored food, it will be less able to produce the sort of new shoot growth that one 

would see in a younger specimen.  But I believe it is far from dying and is not even in serious 

decline but is in a state of physiological equilibrium: each year it puts out new growth in the 

spring, only to find that it is unable to maintain adequate supplies of moisture and nutrients 

to the topmost shoots throughout the summer and dieback results. I am not convinced that 

this reflects a fundamental problem, a disease or a serious dysfunction, let alone a terminal 

decline; rather that it is simply a symptom of the tree’s old age”. 

But however exceptional the tree is, one cannot escape from the obligation to ensure 

adequate public safety and the Monmouth Catalpa Campaign has therefore commissioned a 

study and risk assessment from the eminent arboriculturist Dr. David Lonsdale. Dr. Lonsdale 

has published innumerable papers in various learned journals but his main recognition is 



perhaps as the author of the book 'Principles of Tree Hazard Assessment and Management', 

which has become the standard reference text on the subject - the tree-person's Bible. 

It is hoped that Dr. Lonsdale will clear some of the fog of misapprehension that often tends 

to obscure the realities of comparative risk assessment. However Mr. Ross himself feels that 

“the actual probability that the tree will cause serious harm is, I suspect, very much smaller 

than most observers might assume.”  

Jerry Ross concludes: “I suggest that this tree has the capacity to survive and give pleasure to 

the people of and visitors to Monmouth for a good many years to come.” 

 

Donations to the Catalpa Fund are being received by Mr. Hugo Perks of Whitecross House, 

Whitecross Street, Monmouth. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FURTHER INFORMATION 

 

Mr. Ross was not happy that a large bough overhanging the road had been cut from the tree 

early one morning by some person unknown.  “What has been carried out here is essentially 

‘lopping’; that is the bough has been cut to an arbitrary point along its length rather than 

being pruned back to a suitable fork, as would be considered the be ‘best practice’ as 

enshrined in BS3998:1989 Recommendations for Tree work (currently under review) or in the 

European Tree Pruning Guide (1999) published in the UK (with a supplement) by The 

Arboricultural Association as Guidance Note 5. That said, however, the lopping has 

undoubtedly had the effect of greatly reducing the weight of the most vulnerable part of the 

tree’s structure and thus reducing (although not obviating entirely) the likelihood of failure. 

Furthermore, although a very significant bough has been drastically cut back, the effect upon 

the overall form of the tree is not as severe as might be supposed: it remains a striking and 

attractive specimen.” 

In spite of having been quite drastically cut back Mr. Ross says that the tree is still one of the 

very largest of its species in Great Britain. At about 12.5 metres it is not the tallest, one being 

recorded at 19m and another at 16m: but it appears that it undoubtedly has the greatest girth 

of any Catalpa in the UK.  The measurement of a tree would seem to be straightforward 

process, but it is in fact subject to a good deal of variation depending on exactly where the 

measurement is taken. This is particularly the case with old trees with gnarled or otherwise 

irregular forms. Steve Ambler gives a diameter of 158cm, taken at 70cm above ground level; 

Roy Finch, in his comments on the tree appended to a wider report on trees in Monmouth 

prepared in March 2005, says that it is of “515cms in girth being over 100cm in diameter 

measured at 40cm above ground level”, in which case this would give a diameter of 164cms. 

My own measurement, which attempted to find the smallest diameter between the root flare 

and the point where the three main boughs diverge, was taken at roughly 75 cm above 

ground level and gave a figure of 152cm. At 1.5m above ground level the three main boughs 

had diameters of 49, 59 and 75cm respectively.”  

For comparison, Mr. Ross supplied a list of the most significant Catalpas on the records of the 

Tree Register of the British Isles:  



 

SPECIES 
HEIGHT 

(m) 

DIAMETER 

(cm) 

GIRTH 

(cm) 

MEASURED 

AT 
YEAR SITE 

Catalpa bignonioides 16 139 436 0.5m 2001 Inner Temple Garden, London 

Catalpa bignonioides 11 129 405 1m 2001 Palace Yard, Westminster, 

London 

Catalpa bignonioides 12 126 395 -- 2001 Palace Yard, Westminster, 

London 

Catalpa bignonioides 19 102 320 -- 2003 Abingdon Park, Northants 

Catalpa bignonioides 

‘Aurea’ 

9 78 245 -- 2001 Hammersmith Cemetery (N. 

Sheen) London 

Catalpa bignonioides 

‘Aurea’ 

14 70 219 -- 2001 Orleans House Gallery, London 

Catalpa bignonioides 

‘nana’ 

5 63 197 -- 2003 Beckenham, Greater London 

 

 

“However, whatever the probabilistic chances of failure might be, the aim (and the duty of 

the tree owner) must be to take all reasonable measures to avoid harm. In its present state, 

notwithstanding the recent lopping of one bough, I would have to agree with Steve Ambler’s 

conclusions, that the tree is “a failing structure and intervention and remedial action is 

needed quickly to reduce the risks associated with foreseeable failure.”  However I don’t go 

along with his conclusion that felling & replacement is the only practicable option.  

“My suggestion is, therefore, that a modest program of re-shaping and reduction of the 

crown, as suggested by Mr. Finch, should be carried out, but in combination with the 

installation of props under the three main boughs. Looking at the structure of the tree, it 

appears that this would be a practicable option, insofar as there is room within the existing 

enclosure to place props under points that would provide good mechanical support.” 

 

 


