The Ancient Yew at Corhampton Church

Toby Hindson and Tom Boardman 15 November 2008

The Corhampton yew is one of the most beautiful and remarkable trees of any sort in Hampshire.   It is of considerable girth, being 767 cm (25’3”) measured at three feet from the ground and 720 cm (23’7”) measured at ground level.   These measures show an increase since the naturalist John Lowe measured the yew in 1897.   Lowe found the tree to be 671 cm at ground level, and 732 cm at three feet from the ground.

The yew has grown 35 cm at the three foot level, and 49 cm at ground level over a period of 111 years, an average of approximately 4 millimeters girth increase per year, and comparison with measures taken in 1999 show that it has been growing at a good rate over the last 9 years.

This yew is female, as it bears red arils (fruit).
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The Corhampton yew from the church.   2008
(Photo ©Toby Hindson)
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The Corhampton yew from the road 2008
(Photo ©Toby Hindson)

There are two very tall and massive vertical trunks, and a massive and healthy canopy.   Some might suppose that the tree was two yews grown together and fused into one.   Both sides are the same sex and of the same growth habit, however, so the possibility of the tree beginning life as two individuals is remote.   It is more likely that the twin trunked appearance came about as a result of decay of the centre of the original bole, as shown on the other side of the tree, and that the more vigorous parts either end of the trunk grew back into the middle covering the space or old dead wood between.   

The process can be seen on the other side of the yew now:             (Photo ©Toby Hindson)
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A cambium flow over an ancient burr wood plate on the Corhampton yew.   This spread of bark and living tissue will eventually cover the dead wood.
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 Showing features: Orphan trunk, dead orphan trunk, burr wood.  (Photo ©Toby Hindson)

The living bark is flowing from both ends of the tree over the dead area.
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(Photo ©Toby Hindson)
Above, a close up of the almost inexplicable growth of a complete stem growing from the trunk into the ground.   It is probable that this vertical stem was once inside the yew, and that the outer surface behind it has grown new bark.   A constant state of decay and regeneration is evident

. 

The constant and relatively fast cycle of decay and repair (as indicated by oddities like the outlying trunk illustrated above) mean that the size of the tree is only a starting point when attempting to estimate its age.   A yew of this girth would ordinarily be estimated at about 1,400 years plus or minus 300 years.   On the other hand this particular specimen is unusually vigorous and healthy, so may have reached its current size rather quicker than the average.   However, given the interesting features of the tree that hint at various previous growth processes, and the fact that over a century ago Lowe found the yew to be in a similar condition and a similar size, it is certain that it exceeds 1,200 years in age.
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