
 
The Ancient Yew Tree 

 
 
 
In the churchyard at Tisbury, Wilts, there is now standing, and 
in fine foliage, although the trunk is quite hollow, an immense 
yew tree which measures 37 feet in circumference and the 
limbs are proportionally large.  The tree is entered by means 
of a rustic gate, and 17 persons lately breakfasted in its 
interior.  It is said to have been planted many generations ago 
by one of the Arundel family. 

Salisbury & Winchester Journal Monday 17 June 1833 
 
 
In the churchyard at Tisbury, Wilts, stands a venerable yew of 
immense size.  The trunk, which is hollow, with a large 
opening towards the north, measures thirty feet six inches 
round.  By a calculation made from the appearance of an 
exposed surface, it must be at least one thousand five 
hundred years old. 

Western Gazette Friday 06 November 1868 
       
Dr R Kinneir, in a letter to the Sherborne Journal, says:  
 
“During the recent visit of the Wiltshire Archaeological Society to Shaftesbury and its neighbourhood, the ancient yew tree in 
Tisbury Churchyard attracted much notice.  This tree is one of the largest and oldest in England.  The late Mr Moore, of Bath, 
well known as an able and indefatigable archaeologist, and who paid much attention to this subject, pronounced it to be the 
oldest specimen of its species in this kingdom, with the exception of one only, which then existed in the churchyard of 
Fontingal, in Perthshire, and which is supposed on good grounds to have been a tree at the beginning of the Christian era, its 
circumference measuring 56 feet, the tree in Tisbury churchyard measuring 37 feet in circumference.   
 
According to Mr Moore, who some years since made a special visit to Tisbury for the purpose of carefully examining this tree, it 
would at the present time, be 1,385 years old.  This patriarch of trees must therefore have lived in Wiltshire in the times of the 
ancient Britons, and some time before the foundation of the kingdom of Wessex by Cedric the Saxon AD 519.   
 
The origin of the wide spread custom of planting yews in churchyards is involved in much uncertainty, but it is supposed that 
the trees often existed before the erection of churches, as appurtenances to the heathen places of worship on the sites of 
which, as is well known, the early churches were built”.   
 
The Rev T D Fosbroke, FSA, in his Encyclopaedia of Antiquities, Classical and Medieval, thus speaks of the yew:  
 
“This tree has been a solemn funeral plant among the classical ancients, Celts, &c., and no reason can be so well assigned for 
its appearance in our churchyards, as a symbol of death, from its poison, as the words of Statins (who died AD100) ‘Metnenda 
succo toxins’, and its gloomy aspect. 

 
Cypress was planted round tombs, says Ovid, for the same purpose, and branches of this and pine are noted by Enripides, 
Suetonius, and Virgil, to have been signs of death in houses.  Yews were planted on barrows expressly as a denotation of their 
purpose.  That it was intended as a substitute for palms is not supported by history; indeed, it is absurd, as is also that of their 
being planted for bows, because in either case, a century’s growth would have been required for the demands of a single year, 
and the quantity then be far too inconsiderable for the purpose required”. 
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