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Oak tree~ ha\e al~ays been con~tdered to be rare hoc,b for mistletoe 10 

Britain despite the traditional ~socialion bet"'ecn the Drutds and mistletoe 
growing on oaks in the mmds of many people. Currently there are ele\en 
confirmed mJ\tletoe-oaks m Britain Common oak CQuerrtH mbttr) is the mo~t 
frequent ho~t: mistletoe is growing on red oak CQ. ntbra) at three separate sites. 
as well as on one ~carlet oak CQ. coccinea). The esumated age~ of the exisung 
oak host~ range from 90 to 400 ye~ and !.hey are found in hedge~. woodland 
edge<., park~ and a churchyard rJther !.han in pure ~oodland. The exl\ttng 
mistletoe-oah are concentrated in Hereford..,hire and the current range is \ery 
much more restricted than the htstorical range. E'idence from past records, 
repons and general account~ of mbtletoe on oak indicates thai the rari1y of 
mislletoe-oaks in Bmain h~ not changed since the 17th century. The current 
resulls sugge. t a population of nustletoe-oaks thai is apparently frurly stable in 
number. but with some tumo,er <iS losse~ are compensated by the di~covery of 
ne~ ~ites and the para.-.ili'm of ne~ tree:.. 

introduction 

Mt'>tletoe (\tScwn album) has a ~ide range ofho~ts m Bntam (Bul11864a. 
1864b. 1907. Somerville 1914, icholson 1932: Pemng 1973). The commone~t 
ho~ts are apple CMaltH .ryl1·estm). common hme Cli/ia x eumpaea), common 
hawthorn (CraraeguJ mmrog,Hta) and hybnd black poplars (Populus x 
canatlen.1is) (Perring 1973, Bnggs 1999). Despue the tradilional association 
between rm~tletoe. oaks. and Drutds m the mtnd'> of many people (Frazer 1922. 
Kanner 1939: Box 1995), oah have al~ays been con.,idered to be a rare host for 
mtstletoe in Britrun !Evelyn 1664: Ray 1670, 1677: Withenng 1796: Loudon 
1838: Bull 1864a. 1864b 1907; Nicholson 1932. Tubuef 1923: Perring 1973). 

The Botanical Souety of the Briti. h hie~ CBSBI) c.arried out a survey ol 
mi,tletoe and it.s ho'l' from 1969 to 1972 using both BSBI member'> and the 
general public (Pemng 1973). Mt,tletoe w~ not recorded on ~~~ile oak CQ. 
pl!lraea) and "'a~ recorded on common oak IQ. robur) in onl) twelve of the 10-
km ~uares in Britain C.!.2'* ol the 539 10-km -;quare~ recorded). 

In con~t. the mo't recent suney of nu'tletoe earned out from 199.; to 
1995 b~ Plantlife and the BSBI produced some 140 -.ighting' of mislle1oe on oak, 
I. 'it tll the 8,()()(H. ighung~ or ffil'tletoe sent ID b) the public and b> botanN~ 
I Bngg' 1995 ). although there are likely errors due to the miMdenlificauon of oak 
10 "mter (Perring 1973; Jonathan Briggs. pers. comm ). 

An e\amination of hi~torical records and the confirmauon of ext\llng \tte' 
of mtstletoe-oaks was undenaken tn order 10 provtde lirm endence of their 
current and the1r hi~tonca1 di~tribution in Bntain. 
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.:\lethodo; 
BSBI \tel' count} recorders. the nauonal BJOlogtcal Reconh Centre 

!Centre lor l:.cology and ll)dn>log) at Monks \\Ood). and local Btologtcal 
Reu•rd Centre., (u,uall) 1.."0Unt~ ba~d) \\ere a~ked tor past and pre ent rc"''ru~. 

Count) 11om lor England and \\aJes. from Victonan umc to the present. 
~c:rc: e:~.mnmcd fnr reference~ to mhtletoe on oak, a' \\ere localllorns lor Bn,tol 
(S\1...:11~ l!\54: Whnc 11Jl21 and Chep ... to\\ cShoulbred 1920) that an: m nu,tlctoe­

nch area' 
Gi\en the demit)' of mi,tletoe record' m Herelordslur.: .md o;urroundmg 

counucs 1Pcmng IIJ7J; Bngp 1999). !>Ource' ul local natur.ll hi,ll•l) record' 
were lhc~..kcd: hotamcal record' published b:,. the Carad1x & Sc\em V.tlle) Field 
Club cShropshtre) from IIW2 to 1970 when lhc botantcal r..:conh fX'tt•red out; the 
Tmn,acuons ulthc Wu,,lhope Naturalist5' Field Sl~<:tety Cllerelonhhtrcl !rom 
1851 to the present; the Tran~aclions of lhe Worcestet·,htre Natur<~lish' Club 
( 1847 to the present 1 and the Proceeding~ of the Somcr-~!t \n:h<~eological & 
Natural llistol) "illl.:tet) C 1850 to lhe present) . 

.:\1tstletoc nab referred to in lhe publt,hed ltteratun: \\Crc followed up. II 
there \\U' \Uflictent mlormation to idemif) lhe \lle, through correspondence \\ llh 
the lando\\ ner and, 11 nece"af)· by a site VNL 

E:>.t\tmg m~stlctoe-uak' \\ere \ .... ued "tlh the fX'fllll'""n nl thc landlm ner 
or occup1er. The g1nh ,,, each tree v..-a.o; mea.,ured at I.J m ahm.: ground lc\ el 
Cl-lunultnn 1975) and u'cd to deme the diameter at brca't he1ght (dhhJ. The age 
ot each tree wa' e tJmatcd u'mg lhe dbh. takmg mto account the h11..~llnn m 
\\ htch each tree \\a.' grO\\ ing (\\'bite 199-l}; additiOnal e'umate' of age v..ere 
demed lrom puhli,hcd account~. :"1-listletoe i' dioecwu~ and the ml,tlctoe on 
each oak wa' ell.ammed to determine if plants were female b) cxarmmng lor 
bemes 1n De..:ember 1996/Januaf) 1997 u~mg 12 \ 25 binocular... mi,tlctocs 
"nhout bernes were checked again in No\ ember 199!!. 
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Re-.ult.<; a nd DiStU'-\ ion 
The earhe't kno~~o n repon of mN.letue on oak m Bntam • ~ the poem 

aunbuted to the 13th ~entllf) S<.<llU'h poet. Thomas the Rh~mer, de..,.;nbiOg the 
mt tlctoe-oak at Errol 10 Pcnh,htre. Kanner ~ 19.39, p.91 3) report.' an old account 
of llll>Lietoe gro\l.ing m prutu,ion on a \a't old oak 10 the netghbourhood ol 
Errol. not tar from the rakon \lOne: the fate olthc lamil~ of Ha~ Y.3\ reputed Ill 

be linked to the conunued e\t,tence of thh tree (Gume) I 84 . pp. 576-577, 
\1ehllle 1935. p. l56). Kanner ( 1939) also note' that the I ~th century Scout'h 
poet. Thoma.' R) mour ol En:tldoy, ne (Thoma' the Rh_ymer. 1.2.20-1.297 ) • ._ 
credited "'ith the author-hip of the poem that deah "'tth the connection het~~oeen 
th" mt~tletoe-oal.. (atkl and the fate of the Hay famil) : 

Whilt• the mi \lll'fot• baH on Errol '.1 wk., 
And tlrlll aik .11and1 fa.l'l. 
The Hays 1hall floumll. and their r.:oml f(rt' \ lumk 
Shall nodi! jUne h ht'}ore the b/a ~I. 

8111 11 hen tlrt• mat t1the mk deem·, 
And the mrllletoe tl" mes on 11.1 "uhered hrt•a\1 
Tire gru11 1hall f?r<JI\ on Errol's heartllllunt•, 
And the c-orbrt• mup frunn cmak]m tilt jc1lc on\ nell 

There are no tunher record' of mi'>tletoe on oak tree' at Errol and the 
e'tate wa' 'old b) the Ha) tamil) m the 1630<. to cover the debt' of the lOth Earl 
(per-. comm .. Jerem) Duncan. Local Studie' Lihrruian. AK Bell Lihr.lf). Penh). 

The earlic-.t definite puhh'>hed record' of ml\tlctoe gro~~o10g on 'pcctlic 
oal.. tree,. r.1ther than general \tatemen~ about ml'.th:toe on oak-.. all d..ttc from 
the 17.., centul): the mt\lletoe-oak at Norn.ood !Surrc) 1 felled 10 1657 (Aubre} 
1719>: mi~tletoe on oak ncar Sheffield (Yorkshtrel reported by Ra} <1670. 1677). 
and mistletoe gro"'ing on oak at Staveley (Dcrhy,hm:) 10 the \econd halt of the 
17.:. century I Arnold 1887: corrc<,pondence from the Counte'>s of Danby to Mr~. 

Colcpeper. Folio 46. Harley MS 7005. Bnush Ltbrary). 
The 2nd Edtllon of R.ty., Cara/ogus Planwrum ,1nl(luu (RJ) 1677) 

con tams detaib ot mi,tletoe on an oak at Sheflield that .,.. ere not tn the I 't Edmon 
IRa} 1670). Ray I 1677, p.J07) ha' "S1quu 1ncum m Querw cre1cenrem mltw 
de !clerut, Sheffeldiam tuleat, a qua non pmcul mu•nrrr t:'Utn a D. Fr. leBop 
cemnr fa• llH sum · (Anyone "'ho \l.anL' to 'ee mt,tletoe gro"' mg on an oak 
,hould go to Sheffield, not far trom \\.here I ha\e bc:en 10formed by D Fr Je,sop. 
it can be found) \l.herca' Ray (1670, p.319l onl} ha' " Srqw.1 IHwmm Quen-rt 
crt fcenrtm 1idne desulerat". Fr..tncts Jes\op I 1638-1691) of Broomhall, 
Sheffield. met John Ray in 1668 and Ra) publi,hcd om.: of J.:~'op', plant 
n:<.ord' ( [).:,mond 19771. 

The oak wtth mt,tletoe ut St:l\eley \\a~ clear)) tamou' 10 the 17• centul) 
tor 11' raril) because Arnold c 18b 7) repon, that .... .in t•n•• oj Co/epeper's \ISS. at 
the Bmnh ~11151!/lfll in a 1 urrou1 nonce nJ Srr Pet.-r 1-n \clnrl/e'\ house at 
Stan It') . Dab\' shirt', II till.\ pa.\.\tll(e :- . Heart• "" wnl f fC' \1 hl'lllt• drd /n·e, and 
ht'(rrt' ,l(rmn the fa/11(111\ ,\11\tlt·tot trt't!, the on/\ ouk.t 111 Ent:land that bt•an 
\111tletoc.'" The Sht:ftield ami Sta\l!ley rcwrd~ are partu:ularly intcre~ting and 
ma\ \\ell be of the 'amc tree. a' St.l\eley ., only 'orne 14 lun I rom the ~entre of 
Shdlield . 
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The earlie t hcrbanum 'pec1men ot mt.,tletoe from an oak 1s dated 1690 
and was obtamed at Stafford and L'> held tn tbe ~1ori\Onlan collectwn at O"tord 
Um,er ny. 

There y,a~ con.,lderable mterest in mistletoe and ih \\Ide \anet} of host 
speci~ from the 19th centul) unti I tbe earl) part of the 10th centu!') and 
mformat10n on mistletoe on oak:. 1~ con tamed in more general account-. (Lee ... 
1~2. 1851: Bull 18~a. 1864b; Anon. 1873: Web ... ter 1885 Arnold 1887: 
Purcha'> & Le> 18K9: Bull 1907; Elwe ... & Henry 1907: Somenillc 191-1: 
1\Jbuel 1923; 
Nichol'>on 
1932; Durham 
1935). Bull 
(1864a. 1864b) 
built on the 
lnt!lal 
observation' of 
Lees (18-12. 
185l)and 
gi'e~ detail'> of 
'i" recordv 
authenticated 
reports of 
mi,tletoe-oak, , 
Footnote:. m 
the later 
repnnt of th1' 
paper (Bull 
1907) 
extended the 
hst of records/ 
authenticated 
reports to 
eleven Lrecs. 
Later hsb of 
mistletoe-oaks 
appear to be 
demed !rom 
earlier 
accounts, often 
combined v. ith 
addiuonal 
econd-hand 

reports w1thout 
any fiN-hand 
e\Jdence. 
Neverthe le\s, 
the \'anOUS 
list) compiled 
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Figure 1. Distribution of records and reports of 
mistletoe-oaks and e)(isung m1stletoe·oaks. Current 
verifications shown as sohd Circles. 



betv.een the middle ol the 19th centllf) and the fmt pan ot the 20th centul) 
u .. uall~ de .. cnbe bctv.een ten and twent) mistletoe-oak,. 

Current!). eben o:U.;., v.ith mbt.letoe growmg on them have been located 
and venfied an Bnuun (Figure I ). mne of the oab 'uppon female m1~detoe 
plant\ . The m1,tletoe-oaks are concentrated m Hereford,hlre, v.Jth s10gle 
example' m BerJ.,hlre, Glouce!>ter\hire and Gv.ent. :rnd the record cover ten 
separate 10-km square' of the Ordnance Sur'\'e) . Thi" figure i' '1milar to the 
tv.ehe 10-km square for v.hich mistletoe-oaks v.ere reponed 10 the 1969 -197:! 
BSBI sune} IPcmng 1973). 

The'e re<,ult,, together with the list.s of between ten and twenty rnll>tletoe­
oaks in the 19th and early 20th centuries, sugge~t a populauon of mistletoe-oak~ 
v.h1ch is apparently fairly "able in number, but 10 which there i' a considerable 
turnover a~ los'e' arc compensated by the discovery of new \ltes and the 
parasiusm or ncv. trees 

Common oak. Q. robur. is the most frequent host among~t the existing 
mistletoe oak\. The presence of nustletoe on red oak. Q ruhra, at three \eparale 
site,, as V\ell as on n '-Carlet oak. Q. coccinea. is notable as the BSBI sune} 
recorded common oak a.s the only host pec1es of oak (Pemng 197~ ). It 1s 
mteresung to note that So men ille C 1914) include!> a repon of mi'>tletoe on Q 
mbra hyn Q. bort'ali5 ) in Worceqer;hire. although no deuub are g1ven 
Mistletoe. hov.ever, 1s found on 'red oab · (Q. n1bra. Q. coccinea. Q ptlfllltmJ 
m other pan' of Europe, parucularly in France (Frochot eta/. 1994 ). Common 
oak " nho the mo't frequent \pec1es of oak idenufied 1n pll!>l record.Jreport' of 
mi~tletoe-oah v. hich nov. e1ther no longer CXI\t or where ml\tletoe 1s no longer 
pre,ent tln the ho.,t tree. 

The esumated ages of the eJttSting oak host!> rJllge from 90 to 40<1 yeiil'>. 
The\e mbtletoe-oak!> are found in open situations 'uch a.' woodland edges. 
hedges. park'> and even a c.hurchyard. but not in pure woodland: Fro..:hot et a! 
( 1994) repon n s1m1lar fmdmg w1th m1st1etoe on 'red oaks· in France. Record' 
and report' of other oak<, with mist.letoe confirm the preference for open 
s1tuauons. locations in woodland tend to be on the edge of the woodland, for 
example "in the comer of a wood'', or in "a fringe of ancient woodland" bes1de 

Hedgeline containing a common oak without leave<; 
but v. 1th two bunches of mist.letoe. photo C John So• 

the A\On Gorge. 
or near a stream in 
the W) re Fore'l. 
This preference 
lor open. un· 
h~ded hab1tat!> 

(gardens , 
orchard . parks. 
hedgemw,J, rather 
than v.oodland,, I' 
characten\IIC of 
mistletoe m 
general ( Perring 
1973: Brigg' 
1995. 1999 ). 

The pattern 
of dl\tnbution for 
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Arrow 'hows a hunch of mbtlctoe on red oak in churchyard. 

all record and 
rcporh ol 
mi~th:toe-uab 

(Figure I 1 1' 
~•m•lar to the 
d1~tnhuuon lor 
all lllbtletoc 
record' £1\en 1n 
Pernng ( 19731 
nnd Bngg~ ( 1995. 
1999). llov.ever. 
the range of 
e:dsting con 
firmed nmtletoe­
oat..s ( \oltd 

ph<>IO 0 Jt>hn So\ 
circle') 1' 

signilicantl} more resuictcd than the hi~torical r.mge Call ClrclcsJ. hut cmnc1dcs 
with the concentrauon of Briush mislletoe record~ in Hereford,hire and the 
'urmundmg counue' !Pening 1973: Briggs 1999). 

In condusion, the \erifkation of only ele\l:n C.\i,tmg mi~tlctoe-oak' 
conhnn' the mnty ol m1~tletoe growmg on oak m Bntam. Past records. reports 
and ~encral accounts 'uggest that th1s ran[) ha,, not changc:d '•gntficantl} ,jnce 
the 17th ccntUf) "'hen it wa' commented on b) E\el}n ( 1664) and Ra) ( 1670, 
1677). Indeed, mi,tleU'IC from the oak at Ea.'tnor wa, con"dered ,uffic1entl) 
notev. orth} to he e:\hlhlted m 1837 at both the Lmnean Soc1et) and the L(mdon 
Hontcultural Soc1ct) !Anon. 18H: Loudon 1838). \1bth:tl • grov.mg on nati\C 
oaks CQ. mbur and Q. pt•trclt'CI) would appear to be a r.!fe U\\OCiation throughout 
mo\t ol we,tem Europe (Tuhuef 1923: Gr3l.i & Urech 1983). although 'uneys 
over the la~t twenty years have identified almo't 250 native oak' with mi,tlctoe 
and some 460 'red oaks· '~1th mbtletoe in Frant:e (Frochot t'l a/. 1994. Ramm et 
a/. 2000l. The present range of mislletoe-oaks in Bntam i,, however. less than 
tl1c histnncal range based on past records and reports. Thi' rna) he due to the 
clearance 1>l \\Oixb and hedge' resulting from the intensification of agril.:ulture 
and the extcn ion of urban areas O\er the pa.<ot 50 )Cars \\1th1n the present range, 
the e:>t1stmg ffil\tletoc-oaks are concentrated m Herefonhh1re. v.h1ch cmnc1de' 
\\ollh the core ol the pre,ent di tribulion of rru~tletoe in Bntain 
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