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Common or English Yew Taxus baccata 
 
Common or English Yew Taxus baccata The Yew is an evergreen conifer, 
widespread in most of Europe except the extreme north and east, growing locally 
in many areas. It grows very slowly and attains an age of more than one hundred 
years. It is a shrub or tree up to 60 ft high, with dense, spreading branches. The 
bark is reddish-brown and peels off in thin scales. The leaves, measuring less than 
an inch long and a tenth of an inch wide, are needle-like, flat, gradually pointed at 
the tip, dark green above, yellow-green below, and arranged in two opposite ranks 
on the twigs. The inconspicuous flowers appear early in spring (March); they are of 
two kinds, male and female, which grow on separate trees. In autumn the female 
plants produce fruits consisting of a brownish seed about a quarter of an inch long 
enveloped by a scarlet cup-shaped aril. The fruits are fleshy and sweet and attract 
birds, which eat them and disseminate the seeds over a wide range. The Common 
Yew grows in the undergrowth of mixed broad-leaved woods from Britain to 
Transcaucasia, but has been diminishing in numbers over several centuries. This 
began with the large-scale felling of these trees in the Middle Ages when its 
flexible wood was widely used to make bows and furniture. The Common Yew is 
now protected by law in many countries, but it does not prosper in intensive 
management of forests. Today it is commonly cultivated in parks as an ornamental 
either for its bright colouring or its compact, pyramidal shape. In Britain it is often 
planted in churchyards. It is very resistant to the smoky atmosphere of cities and 
also stands up well to clipping so that it is often used for evergreen hedges and 
topiary. The bark, shoots, leaves and fruits (except the fleshy aril) of the Yew are 
poisonous, but forest animals, feeding on it in small quantities, suffer no ill effects. 
The wood is hard and compact, coloured reddish-brown, and is used for making 
expensive furniture and other smaller articles, especially bowls. The Common Yew 
is best raised from seed; the cultivated varieties are propagated by cuttings or 
grafting. The Japanese Yew, Taxus cuspidata, a native of eastern Asia, differs from 
the Common Yew in having abruptly pointed leaves, and is more resistant to frost. 
An even higher resistance is exhibited by the Canadian Yew or Ground Hemlock, 
T. canadensis, a low (3 to 7 ft), often straggling shrub which occurs in North 
America from Newfoundland to Vancouver and to Iowa. Its leaves are similar in 
shape to those of the Japanese Yew, but are arranged in two flat ranks, not two 
irregular V-shaped ranks as in that species. Both are cultivated in Europe, the 
Canadian Yew less frequently than the Japanese Yew. 
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