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ANCIENT TREE COLUMN

The massive Linton Yew is thought to be one of the oldest yew trees in Britain. The 

larger of two old yews in St Mary’s churchyard, Herefordshire, this female tree has a 

wide girth and a huge, hollowed-out trunk.
Like all ancient yews, it is diffi cult to accurately date, especially as there are no 

rings to count in its hollow trunk. The Ancient Yew Group classifi es a yew as ancient 

at 800 years old, when its girth will be at least 7m, and with a girth of over 9m, it is 

certain that the Linton Yew is considerably older.
The many threats faced by yew trees include neglect, poor management and 

arson, and the Linton Yew was severely damaged when it was deliberately set on 

fi re in 1998. Thankfully, English yew (Taxus baccata) has an amazing capacity to 

regenerate and, 16 years on, the tree at Linton appears to have recovered well. 

A wonderful example of yew regeneration, it has a 5ft internal stem which can easily 

be observed. Secondary wood fl ows over the old white wood on both sides of the 

cavity that faces the path.
Of the 305 ancient yew sites in England and Wales, 92 are in Wales, and there are 

around 20 in the border counties of Shropshire and Herefordshire. It is not known why 

the distribution across the country is so uneven, as the tree will grow on most soils 

and tolerate air pollution, as well as cold and wind.
Historically, yew trees were planted in sacred locations and the majority of 

old yews documented are found in churchyards, often pre-dating the churches 

themselves. In this way, yew trees provide living links between the present day and 

the landscapes and beliefs of the past. 
The Ancient Tree Forum champions the biological, cultural and heritage value 

of Britain’s ancient and veteran trees, and gives information on their value and 

management at www.ancient-tree-forum.org.uk. The charity is now working 

closely with the Ancient Yew Group, which lists around 1,500 yew sites on its 

website www.ancient-yew.org. As well as surveying, recording and monitoring 

old yew trees, the group provides advice on their protection and raises 

awareness of their importance.

Linton Yew

Each month we feature an ancient tree from the UK. 
This month the Ancient Tree Forum introduces us to the...
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