Assessment of the Tooting Common Fossil Tree for the Tooting
Common Heritage Project

Context
The fossilised tree trunk on Tooting Common was presented to The Balham & District Antiquarian and Natural
History Society by local Victorian developer Mr Alfred Heaver. In 1898, the society persuaded London County
Council to place the tree on the Common near the central lake (Figure 1). A railing was erected to enclose the
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fossil, and a plaque with descriptive notice was placed within the enclosure .
A geology and conservation assessment was made of the tree and its immediate surroundings by staff from
st

the Natural History Museum London on 31 March 2015.
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Report of The Balham & District Antiquarian and Natural History Society for 1906 page 8.

1

Figure 1 Current location of tree to the north–eastern side of the lake. The tree is approximately 6.2m from the edge of
the lake.

Geology and Identification
The fossil tree trunk comes from the famous Purbeck Fossil Forest of Southern England, which formed about
145 million years ago during the latter part of the Jurassic Period (Tithonian Stage). Stratigraphically, this
forest is situated in rocks of the Lulworth Formation of the Purbeck Group. Fossilised tree trunks of this type
are commonly encountered during the quarrying of building stones, notably the Portland Stone. They have
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been collected and placed in parks and gardens since the early 19 century. For example, there is a large
trunk on display alongside the famous Victorian dinosaurs of Crystal Palace Park (Bromley) and a smaller
piece in Syon Park (Hounslow).
The Tooting Common fossil is the remains of the base or stump of a tree. It measures approximately 1.4m in
height and about 3.2m in girth at the base tapering to about 2.8m in girth near the apex. The stump became
petrified through natural infiltration of the wood by silicates to form microcrystalline quartz. The grain of the
wood is visible on parts of the trunk, but in some areas other matter appears to have adhered and become
cemented to the surface during fossilization. Originally, the tree stump would have been fossilised in an
upright position, and it had a slightly flared base. This is partly missing now, as are the roots. Some of these
features were undoubtedly lost when the stump was originally excavated, but comparison with a photograph
taken in the 1920’s indicates that some damage has been incurred since the specimen was placed on the
common.
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The tree stump is part of the trunk of a fossil conifer (i.e., a relative of the pines, firs, cedars, etc), but we
cannot be sure about its precise attribution without detailed analysis of the wood structure. It is likely to belong
to the commonest wood of the Purbeck Fossil Forest called Protocupressinoxylon purbeckensis, which is in
the extinct conifer family Cheirolepidiaceae. These were medium size trees that in Purbeck times grew in a
seasonally arid, Mediterranean-like environment bordering a shallow hypersaline lagoon. The fossil is
significant because it represents the major element of the tree canopy of a forest that formed in Southern
England at a time when dinosaurs roamed the Earth. It also has local resonance because Portland Stone,
which is a fine-grained, pale, oolitic limestone, is widely used in the construction of major public buildings in
London (e.g., Buckingham Palace, St Paul’s Cathedral).

Conservation Review
We do not know the history of the management of the site, but by comparing a photograph taken in the 1920s
with the condition today, it is clear that changes have taken place. Of the original iron railings that completely
encircled the tree have since been altered. Almost half of the railings have been removed allowing unimpeded
access to the tree. (Figure 2)

Figure 2. Fossilised tree with some of the railings having been removed at some stage in the past.
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Also, the spiked rail heads of the remaining railings have been removed and the railings themselves are in a
poor state of repair with vegetation growing through (Figures 3 and 4).

Figures 3 and 4 showing where spikes have been cut away and protective paintwork eroded away.

A descriptive metal plaque giving summary details has replaced the original plaque. The replacement plaque
is embedded in concrete and the concrete has eroded in places compromising the stability of the plaque
(Figures 5 and 6)

Figures 5 and 6 showing embedded plaque and eroded concrete
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Several small shrubs – not in leaf at the time of our visit but possibly common hawthorn (Crataegus
monogyna) – have self-seeded into the original enclosure, one of which has been cut down to a stump. Also
ivy (Hedera helix) is encroaching on the fossil tree, and bluebells (Hyacinthoides sp) have been planted in the
soil of the enclosure. (Figures 7 and 8).

Figures 7 and 8 showing vegetation within the railing area and around the base of the fossil tree.

The tree stump itself is currently supported on what appears to be a sloping poured cement and coarse
aggregate base. This seems to be stable, but it is without form and rather ugly (Figure 9). It is unclear if the
fossil tree is partly embedded within the aggregate or merely resting on top. The former seems likely but
would require further investigation.

Figure 9 Base of fossil tree with aggregate base
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The trunk is in fairly good condition however the trunk appears to have suffered some damage and loss since
being placed on the common. A piece of petrified wood that projects from the base and which is visible on a
photograph from the 1920s is absent from the specimen today. At least one piece of the flared base has been
lost (Figures 10 and 11)

Figures 10 and 11. Approximately similar views of trunk from 1920s (left) and 2015 (right). Part of the base (outlined white)
appears to be missing today. Note original plaque and railing intact in the archive image.

The trunk itself is composed of microcrystalline quartz which is highly resistant to weathering and it has
remained largely intact for the past 100 years with the main exception being parts of the base being lost as
outlined above. Due to a lack of data in terms of documentation and detailed images from the past it is difficult
to ascertain and quantify how much physical and chemical erosion has taken place. The action of acid rain
and encroaching vegetation will compromise the physical stability of the trunk over time as they will exploit
and infiltrate any cracks and crevices on the surface of the trunk.
The top of the trunk section has well established areas of moss and lichens growing across the surface
(Figure 12). The sides of the trunk are also covered with a mixture of a fine lichen layer and more established
mosses (Figure 13).
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Figure 12. Top of trunk showing vegetation growing on surface and within crevices.

Figure 13 Sides and base of trunk showing vegetation.
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Dimensions

The tree and concrete base are on a slight slope.
Height is approximately 1350mm
Girth is approximately
2750 mm at the top
3070 mm at the mid-point
3200 mm at the base

Weight is estimated at 2-2.5 tons

The railings sit at approximately 1930mm
distance away from the tree in a
semi-circle.

The gap in the railings is approximately
4650mm.

The main tree and shrubs are at varying
distances between 1500 to 2000mm
from the tree.
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Interventions that would enhance the display:
Sympathetic planting within fossil tree enclosure: We suggest removing the plants currently within the tree
enclosure and replacing with plants that would emphasize the distinctiveness of the fossil tree trunk and
evoke the different nature of the flora of the time. A planting of small or larger ferns would be appropriate
(figures 14 and 15)

Figure 14 Indicative fern for planting within fossil tree trunk enclosure – in front of trunk.
Polypodium x shivasiae. © Paul Kenrick

Figure 15 Larger fern to plant in background. Polystichum munitum Western Sword Fern. © Paul Kenrick
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Railings and enclosure: So, the function of the railings as they are now is unclear. We suggest that some form
of physical barrier encircling the tree would be appropriate to separate it from the public and to provide an
environment around the tree in which to develop a sympathetic planting. This would enhance its
distinctiveness as a special object on display.
General position and aspect: There seems to be no need to alter the tree’s proximity to the lake along with
seating nearby. However the positioning of litter bins so close to the tree distracts from both the view of the
tree and general aesthetics (Figures 16 and 17)

Figures 16 and 17 showing position of the bins.
Plinth supporting fossil tree stump: One option might be to cover this base to form a more attractive (i.e.,
better formed) plinth. Another might be to replace the concrete with a Portland Stone plinth. In addition to
providing a more attractive presentation of the fossil, this would afford an opportunity to develop the
interpretation with regard to the significance of Portland Stone as building stone in London and the
relationship of the fossil forest to these quarrying activities. An intervention on this scale is not without risk of
damaging the fossil tree. Careful planning would need to ensure appropriate methods were used. Lifting the
trunk would require care. First, the specimen is very heavy, weighing perhaps as much as 2.5 tons. Lifting
would need to be done in a manner that avoids damage (i.e., fracturing of the fossil and abrasion to the outer
surface). Second, it is unclear whether the fossil is physically bonded to its concrete base or simply resting on
it. If physically bonded then extraction and repositioning on another plinth may not be possible without further
damage to the specimen.
Interpretation: Currently, the only interpretation of the specimen is a small and obscure plaque that outlines
some very basic information, mostly historical. An additional weatherproof display board including text and
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images that provide information on both the historical and importantly the scientific significance of the
specimen would enhance the display for the general public.
Specimen Cleaning: The tree would benefit from a surface clean by having the moss and lichens removed
and the base cleared of vegetation. This would enable a more accurate record of the tree surface to be
recorded. This would also provide a baseline to monitor and record subsequent growth of mosses etcetera in
the future to help inform ongoing maintenance requirements.

Recommendations and costs:
1. A landscape architect should be consulted to provide a plan and costs for interventions to enhance the
current display including the issues to do with the plinth, the physical enclosure, sympathetic planting and
the design and presentation of an interpretive display. This is necessary work that we are unable to
undertake and to fully cost ourselves. We are able to work with and provide advice to a landscape
architect for the repositioning, conservation and content for interpretive display. In terms of economy of
scale there may be other projects within the project that would benefit from landscape architect services
so this initiative could just be one part of a larger tender document.

2. The NHM can provide advice on cleaning the fossil and on general conservation issues relating to the
care and repositioning of the tree. If required the NHM could clean the specimen but this activity would
have great potential to involve the local community in caring for their natural heritage. The NHM could
certainly oversee the training and cleaning of the tree and provide advice and assistance in supervision
for the tree to be repositioned.
a. Indicative costs for NHM to clean the tree would be approximately £4200 plus materials. This is
based on 2 conservation staff for one week.
b. For supervision/development and delivery of training the cost would be approximately £2100 plus
materials. This is based on 1 member of conservation staff for one week.
c.

Advice and assistance for supervision in design and repositioning of tree the cost would be
approximately £2049. This is based on a senior member of the conservation team for 3 days.
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3. The NHM can provide advice and information on content for interpretive display. We would not develop
the physical presentation of this interpretation. The cost for this would be approximately £3,415 based on
the input of a senior researcher for one week.

Dr Paul Kenrick Earth Researcher and Head of Division Sciences Department NHM London
Lorraine Cornish Acting Head of Conservation NHM London

Modern analogue of growth form of fossil tree. Juniperus occidentalis. Photo: Tom Hilton:
License: cc-by-2.0. Creative Commons Attribution 2.0 Generic
Source: http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Juniperus_occidentalis_Florence_Lake.jpg
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