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The Yews of Alice Holt
Including field notes and data from the Lodge Inclosure that contribute to the yew growth 
rate curve presented in The Alan Mitchell Memorial Lecture (2000). 

Copyright Toby Hindson 1998 (revised 2008)

Alice Holt is a managed ancient wood on the Surrey-Hampshire border, it is known that its 
products were used to fire Roman kilns that produced large amounts of indifferent quality 
pottery that was distributed widely over Southern England.   Various sources show that the 
forest was maintained as productive woodland from that time onwards.   The earliest example 
known at present is an ecclesiastical record which attributes Alice Holt’s ownership to 
Aelfsige, a Saxon bishop of Winchester.1 Later, the Normans passed poaching laws over the 
forest, and later still Gilbert White’s Natural History of Selborne sketches Alice Holt’s 
history from the beginning of the 16th century.2

There is a lot of yew growing in the Lodge Inclosure, the compartment of the forest which 
contains the Forestry Commission research station buildings.   The Lodge Inclosure has been 
harvested for oak in recent centuries.   Considering the volatility in the price of yew for 
export and domestic veneering markets that caused the felling at Cherkley Court in the 1980s, 
and given that yew is traditionally seen as a weed by Hampshire foresters, both old and 
young trees are at present under threat.   The old yews are (or were) deemed unsafe, and a 
waste of productive land, while the younger sound specimens still constitute an opportunist 
crop.   The larger stumps pictured below fall into the former category; they were felled but 
not harvested for wood, though any sound branches may have been sold.

In 1996 about 40 yews were felled in the Lodge Inclosure for a variety of reasons, and that 
felling activity brought the site to my attention.   Immediately and for several years 
afterwards I concentrated a great deal of my attention here, producing substantial records and 
field notes.   These I faithfully reproduce below with some analysis which benefits from 10 
years experience of the place, and consequently ample amounts of that extraordinarily 
valuable commodity: hindsight.

The report that follows is a roundup of those three years of study and fieldwork during 1996 
to 1999, with some longitudinal and analytical work up to the present.   The results go some 
way to illuminating the question of the ages of the yews on the site, because solid evidence in 
the form of ring counts has now been gathered and analysed to a point where questions about 
the yews left standing can be answered statistically, and in some cases by well-supported 
inference.  

Despite the substantial felling in 1996 and in the 1940s there are still many yews growing 
here, some with considerable girths.   One yew in particular may well exceed 1,000 years in 
age.    All the yews and yew stumps described in this document are within a short walk of the 
research station buildings.
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The Alice Holt Lodge Inclosure report includes:

1   A census of the remaining yews with girths above 14 feet.

2   A census of felled yews with girths above 14 feet.

3   A selection of lower girthed living yews, particularly those with partial ring 
counts.

4   Field notes and ring counts on felled yews representing a census of what this 
researcher could find on the site.

5   An in-depth study of the largest and oldest complete yew stump.

6   Some analysis of the growth patterns revealed by the work.

7   Details of ongoing micro studies at the site.

8   Sketch maps.

Illustration: Faces in the tree

The hourglass yew 1997
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A Census of yews in the Lodge Inclosure with girths over 14 feet

1   The Great Yew

The Great Yew in 1997.    GPS: 51dg 10.65mnN 00dg 51.59mn W

The Great Yew is the largest yew in the forest, with a girth of 17'6'' at three feet from the 
ground and a basal girth of 18'4'' (1996).   It stands alone in an area of long since clear cut 
pine stumps.   It appears sound, and is male.   The trunk seems slightly divided as if it were 
two trees grown together, but on close inspection one sees that the “join” has old dead wood 
connecting the two halves and forming a perfect circumference fragment for a single tree.   
The yew has therefore regenerated from both sides over a dead vertical section.     The tree 
has at some time been in a state of decay or damage, which will soon no longer be evident as 
the two flows of cambium merge.  The tree has been measured by this researcher at three feet 
from the ground a number of times since 1996.  At present it is clearly fast growing as the 
measures below illustrate.

1996 1999 2000 2003 2004 2006/7

17'6'' 17'7'' 17'8'' 17'9.5'' 17'10'' 17'11'' At 3 feet
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2   The Hollow Yew

An extremely interesting and once beautiful yew, with a girth of 14'1'' at three feet, and 15'7'' 
at the base (1996).   Minimum girth found 13'8'' at under 3 feet (1996).   It is very hollow, the 
shell of the bole is only a few inches thick in most places, and one can see the sky by peering 
up the trunk and branches from inside.   It is female.   The canopy is very thin, and added to 
this it is heavily shaded by surrounding trees, including large oaks.   Rotten wood found 
inside the shell confirms that there have been no recent growth spurts; however, the cambium 
is beginning to curl around the edges of the split in the trunk. (1996).   A large oak has been 
felled onto the yew in the last few weeks (Jan 1998) breaking off side branches and opening a 
patch of sky in the general canopy.   It could be that there will be a burst of regeneration.   
The shoulders of the bole have had green shoots on them since before 1996.

Alice Holt, the hollow yew before damage of 1998   
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3   The Hourglass

There are reasons for supposing that the Hourglass is the oldest tree in the forest.   It is by the 
track at the forest entrance end of the Gravel Hill Lane public car park.   Although it is not 
the largest of the Alice Holt yews it has a most peculiar and fascinating pattern of growth.   
The girth is 16'6'' at 3 feet, at the base 19'10'' and at the narrowest point of the ÅwaistÇ in 
between these measure points it is 14'10'' (1997).   There is a layer still attached to a branch 
which reaches the ground, and the canopy is fuller and more vigorous than one would expect 
for such a contorted and decrepit looking bole.   The bole is very strange.   It seems to consist 
of columns of growth about the thickness of a manÄs arm that have a base in the basal bulge 
of the tree, and run up the trunk hugging the hourglass form all the way to the base of the 
branches at about head height.    If one looks between these columns it can be seen that there 
are chunks of dead burr wood that was clearly outer bole imprisoned within.   The inside of 
the tree appears to be packed out with internal stems.   This suggests a tall but dead or dying 
stump that has regenerated, or perhaps a pollard.   Looking at head height, it appears that 
most of the branches are relatively new, perhaps 80-150 years old.   In several places it is 
very clear that they have replaced and grown around old broken branches.   The effect is 
particularly noticeable where there is a hole at the base of a slender up reaching branch which 
is twisted around the space where the hole shows that the old branch emerged.

The Hourglass in 1997   GPS 51dg 10.98mn N 00dg 51.22mn W












