
Posi t ion in  I r ish Forestr y
Yew i s  no t  p lan ted  commerc ia l l y  in  I r i sh  fo res t r y .   However,  I r i sh  

foresters  and other  sc ient is ts  are explor ing methods of  growing yew 
for  the product ion of  Taxol .   Yew is  a common species found in many 

nat ive I r ish woodlands.   However,  i t  is  more f requent ly  seen as a 
p lanted t ree,  as opposed to  a natural ly  seeded t ree,  in  urban or  

suburban se t t ings .   The  remains  o f  some impress i ve  es ta te  
avenues of  yew can st i l l  be seen,  for  example at  K i lmacurra,  Co.  
Wick low.  Yews have been associated wi th p laces of  sanctuary 
in  I r i sh  h is to r y  and are  commonly  found p lanted in  church  
yards.   Newry and Youghal  are angl ic ised vers ions of  i ts  I r ish 
name,  Iú r.   S imi la r l y,  Terenure  in  Dub l in  i s  the  ang l i c i sed  
vers ion of  T í r  an Iúr,  the country  of  the yew.  Yew was h ighly  
p laced in  the Cel t ic  c lass i f icat ion of  t rees and shrubs.

Uses & Markets
Al though yew, as a coni fer,  is  c lass i f ied as a sof twood,  i t  
i s  in  fac t  harder  and  heav ie r  than  mos t  commerc ia l  
hardwoods .   The  t imber  var ies  in  co lour  f rom a  l igh t  
to f fee  tan  to  r i ch  red .   These  co lours ,  a l l i ed  w i th  a  
character is t ica l ly  d is tor ted and swir l ing grain make i t  a  
par t i cu lar ly  a t t rac t i ve  t imber  for  turned craf t  products  
such  as  o rnamenta l  bowls ,  lamp s tands  and  door  
handles.   Tradi t ional ly,  yew was the t imber used in  the 
manufacture of  archery bows but  these are now made 
f rom synthet i c  mater ia ls .   Worked bog yew is  h igh ly  
valued for  wood sculpture.

Fur ther  In format ion
Fur ther  in format ion on growing yew can be obta ined 
f rom your  l oca l  Fo res t  Se r v i ce  Inspec to r  o r  any  
Profess ional  Forester.
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Dist r ibut ion & Provenance
The yew is  one of  only  two coni fers  that  are nat ive to I re land,  the 
o ther  be ing  jun iper.   The  spec ies  has  a  natura l  range f rom 
southern Scandinavia to the Medi terranean and f rom I re land to 
the Ural  mountains.   I t  is  a very  var iable species wi th lo ts  of  
d i f ferent  provenances and c lones d isplay ing di f ferent  growth 
charac ter i s t i cs  and shape.   The  seed fo r  v i r tua l l y  a l l  yew 
planted in  I re land is  co l lected local ly .

S i lv icu l ture & Management  in  I re land
Yew is  a h ighly  adaptable species that  wi l l  grow on both 
ac id and l ime r ich neutra l  or  a lkal ine soi ls .   However,  on 
a lka l ine  s i tes ,  i t  i s  dependent  on  the  ava i lab i l i t y  o f  a  
nutr ient  r ich humus layer.   I t  prefers  a good f ree drain ing 
soi l  but  again,  is  qui te  versat i le  and can f ind anchor in  
the most  unl ike ly  p laces such as the Burren in  Co.  C lare 
where  i t  g rows more  as  a  low bush than as  a  t ree .   
P lant ing of  yew for  t imber  product ion requi res  carefu l  
se lect ion of  an appropr iate seed source as the species 
is  h igh ly  var iable  in  terms of  s tem form,  branchiness 
and v igour.   Yew does not  do wel l  on exposed s i tes and 
very rare ly  grows to a height  greater  than 20 metres.   I t  
is  a l ight  demander and,  g iven favourable condi t ions,  
can grow in d iameter  (at  breast  height )  by up to 0.5 
cent imetre per  year.
F resh  yew leaves  and bark  are  h igh ly  pa la tab le  to  
herbivores,  par t icu lar ly  deer,  and considerable damage 
can be caused by thei r  browsing.   However,  cut  yew 
fo l iage is  poisonous to  animals  and yew berr ies  are 
poisonous to humans.

Non Timber Benef i ts
The bark of  the yew t ree contains Taxol ,  a  very  powerfu l  
ant i  cancer  drug.   Taxol  has been demonstrated in  t r ia ls  
to  be ef fect ive against  ovar ian,  sk in,  breast  and colon 
cancer.   Because  o f  i t s  complex  s t ruc tu re ,  chemica l  
synthesis  of  Taxol  is  current ly  not  poss ib le and the only  
source of  th is  mater ia l  is  the bark of  the yew t ree.   The 
f resh leaves and bark of  the yew t ree are a popular  food 
for  many di f ferent  herbivores.   S imi lar ly,  the yew berry  is  
an important  food source for  many species of  b i rds and 

wood mice  in  par t i cu lar.   As  one o f  I re land 's  on ly  two 
nat ive coni fers  and because of  i ts  ext raordinary longevi ty,  

yew has a very  h igh her i tage value.
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