A STORY ABOUT A TREE BY ALISON BARLOW

This is a true story and it happened in Islington.  It is an illustration of the misery, and the expense, which can be caused to a householder when a tree officer's enthusiasm for trees gets out of hand.  I believe that the particular officer no longer works for Islington Council, so I will not mention his name although it is permanently etched in my memory. 

Before I start: please do not get the impression that I dislike trees.  That is very far from the truth.  I am a keen gardener and a great enthusiast for plants, including trees, and have been most interested to notice some of the more unusual varieties now being planted as street trees, presumably with an eye on global warming.  But I also care very much that the right tree is in the right place so that householders in conservation areas are not compelled against 
their will to retain huge forest trees in small urban gardens.  

Require them by all means to plant replacement trees, but with free choice of trees of suitable scale - including fruit trees.

To the tree in question.  It was a sycamore in a neighbour's garden and it was felled at my expense some eight years ago.  I am still angry and tearful when Ithink about it.  It was far more of a problem to me than to the neighbour since, although it was at the far end of his garde,it was practically right against the side wall of my end of terrace house, the trunk being less than 1 metre from that wall.  It was considerably taller than my house and its canopy overhung the whole of the hipped roof to the porch at the side and around half of the main roof which has a valley gutter.  In addition, the level of the neighbour's garden was and is around 1 metre higher than my basement floor.  The effects are easy to imagine.  The flowers when shed in spring and the leaves in autumn filled the gutters and, if not cleared before there was any rain caused blockages which led the gutters to overflow down the walls and through the ceilings.  Although I tried to get to them in time, it was not always possible since autumn nights can be both wet and windy.  So there were numerous occasions over the 23 years between my purchase of the house and the felling of the tree when I got up to the sound of water dripping through the back bedroom ceiling and had to climb onto the roof at dawn in the rain to throw off the latest batch of fallen leaves.  Not a pleasant job and I am afraid of heights.  Meantime the bedroom ceiling, which I had had replaced when I moved in, collected a row of damp patches and holes and there was another damp patch on the back wall where water from the blocked gutter flowed down it (see second picture).  For part of the year, the room was virtually unusable.

Periodically, I and the neighbour in whose garden the tree was, put in applications to get the tree cut back, but as we were never permitted to remove more than a minimal amount, this gave no relief.  I also got additional damage to the house when tree surgeons walked on and cracked the slates of the porch roof and, on one occasion, dropped a branch through it.  I tried to explain my problems to successive tree officers and get permission to pollard it as its 

shape showed had been done some time in the past but with no success.  They seemed to think such problems were no more than minor rritations to be put up with to safeguard the deified tree.


Finally, I found additional damage, this time in the basement where the inner waterproofed wall (built when the old coal cellar was adapted for living accommodation) was found to be cracking, and tree roots pushing through the outer wall were a suspected cause.  (Note: the builders who constructed the inner wall and put down a floor slab 20 years before had told me that they had cut off penetrating roots as thick as a man's wrist.)   My insurers' surveyor told me there was no chance it might be subsidence because the house is built on 

gravel soil (Hackney Gravel in the National Geological Survey) or possibility of making a claim on this or any other grounds.  I was already aware of the gravel soil, having gardened on it for many years.

At this point I put in an application for permission to get the tree felled and, to my great joy, the Council, presumably inadvertently, failed to respond within the statutory 6 weeks.  That gave me 2 years to arrange, in collaboration with my neighbour, to get it done.  But the Council's then Tree Officer visited the neighbour and thoroughly put the wind up him by telling him that because we are on clay soil (not true) if he permitted me to fell the tree there would be 

ground heave affecting not just my house but also his and those of his neighbours to either side (minimum 50 feet from the tree trunk) and that he would be legally responsible (also not true).  He also said that, if the period for felling elapsed without its having been done, he would get a Preservation Order put on the tree.  My neighbour would not listen to the advice I had from the surveyor and  there followed almost 2 nerve racking years of solicitors' letters before we finally reached agreement that I could fell, but only after I had given a formal undertaking that I would bear the cost of any damage to my house or neighbouring buildings proved to result from the felling.  The tree finally came down with less than a week to spare.

The total cost to me of this tree has been in excess of £10,000.  It might have been far greater had felling produced ground heave, but needless to say, there has been none.

I sincerely hope there have not been too many others in the borough who have had similar experiences.

