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ANCIENT TREE COLUMN

The Fraternal Four, Borrowdale

Each month we feature an ancient British tree. 
� is month the Ancient Tree Forum introduces us to the...

ANCIENT TREE
The

The Ancient Tree Forum’s autumn fi eld event included a visit to Seathwaite in the 

Lake District valley of Borrowdale, where we visited the ancient yew trees made 

famous by William Wordsworth in his poem ‘Yew Trees’, written in 1803:

‘…..those fraternal Four of Borrowdale, 
Joined in one solemn and capacious grove; 
Huge trunks! – and each particular trunk a growth 
Of intertwisted fi bres serpentine 
Up-coiling and inveterately convolved…’
One of the four yews was uprooted shortly after the poem was written, but the 

other three wonderfully gnarled and hollowed trees are still going strong. The upper 

part of the tree highest up the slope came down in a storm in 2005, letting in more 

light, and since then the tree below it has responded with excellent epicormic growth.

The trees are known to be at least 1500 years old but are likely to be much older 

than that, pre-dating the Romans. They appear to be three separate trees but in fact 

DNA research carried out by National Trust Woodland Ranger Maurice Pankhurst and 

the Forestry commission in Scotland has proved that two of the three share 

an identical DNA fi ngerprint and therefore grew from the same original tree.

Seathwaite, which is the wettest inhabited place in Britain, is a Site 

of Special Scientifi c Interest, rich in invertebrate interest, lichen fl ora, 

bryophytes and liverworts, many of which are associated with the ancient 

pollards. On the day of the Ancient Tree Forum’s visit invertebrate ecologist 

Keith Alexander found a glow-worm larva in one of the yews.

Seed has been collected from the Fraternal Three, and saplings are now 

growing in protective cages nearby and in other remote areas in Borrowdale.

An Ancient Tree Forum Cumbria group is now being set up; for details 

contact ian.jack@lowther.co.uk. 
The next Ancient Tree Forum fi eld event 

will be a visit to Burghley Park in Lincolnshire 
on Thursday 10 March 2016. For more details 
of the spring trip and other events visit 
www.ancienttreeforum.co.uk
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