
THE FOUNTAINS ABBEY YEWS
by Tim Hills

The Fountains Abbey Yews, frequently referred to as the Seven Sisters, have been recorded and venerated 
for centuries. Here once stood a group of 
seven trees �so near each other as to form a 
cover almost equal to a thatched roof.� (see 
p6) Five of the seven still stood when 
Strutt recorded this scene early in the 19th 
century. Although Strutt was a landscape 
painter and etcher rather than a botanical 
draughtsman, his recording of other well 
known yews is so accurate that we can be 
sure that these too present a good likeness. 
In the engraving below Strutt has included 
thick branches freshly cut from one of the 
yews; he was all too aware of the 
�despoiling axe� and of limbs �torn away 
for petty purposes.� (see p5)   

These appear in various editions of Sylva Britannica between 1822 and 1838. Both images may be subject 
to copyright.
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The last of the Seven Sisters

Only two yews now grow at the Seven  
Sisters site. The largest shown here (right), 
measuring 21' 9'' at 1' and bulging to above 
30' at 5', is certainly one of the original 
trees. The yew lying on the ground next to 
it (below), while more difficult to assess, is 
likely to be fragments of a once much    
larger tree. 
Allen Meredith, whose years of research 
features in The Sacred Yew by Chetan and 
Brueton, visited Fountains Abbey in the 
1980s.  He was searching for ancient yews 

that appeared in historical  records he had unearthed.  At his first visit in 1983 he was surprised to find 
nobody who had heard of or could remember anything at all about any old yew trees. Using some of the 
records that appear on pages 7/9 he searched the landscape, looking for the �declivity� (downward slope) of 
a hill overlooking the Abbey. Here he found these two yews �one surrounded by undergrowth of nettles, 
elder etc. and near a stone wall.� 
On a second visit on 2nd January 1984 he recorded �the largest yew measured about 22 feet in girth at two 
feet from the ground, and at four or five feet up the girth increased to at least 25 feet. I did not measure at 
this height due to undergrowth, the tree appeared quite healthy with the usual hollows and decay for such 
an old tree.  The other yew is almost in a prone position, despite its state is recovering very well, but may 
need a little support, much decayed yew wood near this tree, hopefully this will be left alone, as it shows 
part of the original trunk, the ancient remains are evidence for future investigation.  A farm building is 
opposite the yews.  It�s almost certain that these two are part of the original seven.� Meredith also noted 
that both survivors are female. 
Thanks to his discovery that two of the Seven Sisters had survived, the National Trust are now aware of 
their significance. At the end of a lengthy correspondence, NT adviser on Conservation and Woodlands 
(January 30th 1985) wrote: ����to make quite sure that all concerned are aware of the importance of 
these trees I have sent copies of your letter and of the map to the Land Agent who manages Studley Royal, 
and have asked him to��..take any steps necessary to preserve them for as long as possible.�   

Edwin Pretty �2009 Tim Hills - 2002
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These Strutt engravings (c 1822) appear to show the same tree.  Its position in relation to the �paltry little 
stable� seen in the engraving on the right and in the recent photo below suggests that this is the large yew 
still standing today

As well as his drawings/engravings of the yews at Fountains Abbey, Strutt also made the following         
observations, as relevant today as they were nearly 200 years ago.

���..It is such thoughts as these that invest the venerable Yew Trees, the silent witnesses of the changes 
of time, and the decays of nature, with so much interest, and renders their preservation so desirable. They 
do not, however, appear to be treated with the reverence due to them: a low wall hides their weather 
beaten boles on the side where they would otherwise be seen to the most advantage, and a paltry little 
stable is erected almost beneath their branches; on which, worst injury of all, the marks of the despoiling 
axe are but too visible, and the ground underneath is strewed with fragments of larger limbs, probably 
torn away for petty purposes, to which meaner wood might have been applied with equal utility.�   
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