
Wiltshire Yews
An Inventory of Churchyard Yews 

Along the Deverill and Wylye Valleys.

By Peter Norton



Introduction:

This report is the first of five observations of churchyard yews in and around the rivers Wylye, Ebble, Nadder 
and Bourne that converge with the Salisbury/Hampshire Avon as it flows through the Salisbury area.

The Wylye rises 1.5 miles south of Maiden Bradley at Rodmead Farm, flowing through the Deverill valley     
towards Warminster and on into the Wylye valley. Finally at Wilton and Quidhampton (just two miles from 
Salisbury) it converges with the Nadder, some 28 miles from its source. The Wylye then loses its identity and 
the Nadder flows the last few miles before converging with the  Avon close to Salisbury Cathedral Close.

Ancient Wilton took the name from the Anglo-Saxon Wilsaetes tribe living on the banks of the Wylye. The   
Wilsaetes and Wilton also gave their name to the county of Wiltshire which was first mentioned in the 8th   
century.

All of the towns and villages along this route were included, with forty one churchyards visited. Of these twenty 
five contained yew trees, and although many of those mentioned are small in stature compared to some of the   
giants already recorded within the Yew Gazetteer, it was felt that, as time progresses, these younger trees  will 
become our future giants for the next generations of yew enthusiasts. 
Please refer to the article by Paul Greenwood called In Defence of Younger Yews.

http://www.ancient-yew.org/youngeryews.shtml

A total of one hundred and ten trees were noted at these sites of which fifty had measurements recorded. (See 
graph below which has been grouped by girth and does not include any estimated* values.) Imperial measure-
ments were taken during the recording exercise and converted to metric. Please note that in multiple individual 
tree measurements only the lowest to the root/ground was used for this graph.

Where Irish Yews were significant in number at the documented churchyards, they are also included in this 
report.

Appendix I lists all the churches visited and those indicated thus * are detailed within the body of this report.

All recorded height measurements are taken above the root development if visible. 
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Measured Yew Trees by Girth Range
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Maiden Bradley - All Saints Map 183 ST 804 386               8 miles SW of Warminster 

Bradley House, home of the Duke of Somerset sits alongside the eastern perimeter of the churchyard. The 
oldest part of the current church dates from 1175, but the majority of the building was completed in 1385.

There are nine yews within the churchyard and upon entering the first two are on your left growing up from the 
bank. 

The larger of these (above), excluding the protruding limb, had a 
girth of 12� 8� at 2� 6�. Around the yew are the remnants of curved 
stone edging, which have been displaced by the root growth.

The second had a girth of 10� 5� at 1� above the top of the bank. 
This meant a 3� approximate height from the base of the bank. 

Measurements below this height would have included some protrusions. 

Towards the north perimeter of the churchyard is the third yew (below), which had low foliage, ivy, nettles and 
grass clippings piled high against the trunk. Clearing as much vegetation as possible, a girth of 10� 7� at 1� was 
recorded. 
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Maiden Bradley - cont.   

To the left of this yew and backing on to 
the north perimeter the fourth yew is 
found. This tree has three large limbs 
growing from the root structure in a fan 
shape. The central limb is comprised of 
a further three branches growing straight 
and very close together. Measuring this 
central growth where it was still fused 
and 1� above the split of the two side 
limbs a girth of 12� 10� was recorded.

The left limb had a girth about 5�, the 
right a girth about 8�. Both were      
measured at 1� 6� above the split. 

Note that the side limbs had more ivy 
growth than the central limb.

The fifth yew can be found towards the east perimeter and is easily identified 
by the fixed bench in front of it. Low foliage hampered measurement but a 
girth about 10� at about 3� was recorded.

There are a further four yews along this east perimeter. Girth measurements 
ranged between 9� and 10� at 1�. 
Again low foliage hampered recording.

Kingston Deverill - St Mary the Virgin Map 183 ST 846 370          6 miles S of Warminster

The first record of a church in Kingston Deverill 
was in 1099, when there was a chapel        
dedicated to St. Andrew. The oldest parts in the  
current church date from the 14th century. A  
major rebuild was completed in 1847.

Twelve yews are found on this site, of which five 
are on the south and six along the east   
perimeters and of young status.

The most notable yew grows on a small mound 
south west of the church porch.
Girths of 11� 7� at 1� and 12� 6� at 3� were       
recorded.
No further measurements were taken due to 
significant branch growth. 
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Longbridge Deverill - St Peter and St Paul Map 183 ST 866 413       3 miles S of Warminster

Originally a Saxon wooden church and rebuilt in stone in 1130, with further alterations during the 14th and 16th

century. The final extensions were carried out in 1852.

Four yews grow on this site with the most notable being on the west side of the church.
This ancient yew is documented in the website �Yew Gazetteer� with a girth of 26� 5� close to the ground.

http://www.ancient-yew.org/treeInfo.php?link=570

Photos taken in 2000 (left) and 2009 (above) show that while the  
condition of the stone seat/wall, which once surrounded the yew, has 
deteriorated further, the yew remains healthy and vigorous. 

Growing close to the ancient tree is this fine fluted yew (below right) with a girth of 10� 11� at 1� and 11� 10� at 
3�.

Just inside the churchyard and at the east edge of the church are 
two yews that appear to have fused at the base. Each trunk      
measures about 8� at 1�. On the north side of the church a young 
status yew can be seen. (not measured)

There are also ten clipped Irish Yews evident within the churchyard.
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Warminster - St Denys Map 183 ST 869 454                   

Two small tributary streams flow through the town to form the Were which in turn converges with the  Wylye to 
the south of the town. The Minster church of St Denys sits near to a loop of this river and possibly on a site of 
an ancient yew grove sacred from pre-Christian times. The current church was built by the Normans during the 
12th century to replace the earlier Saxon Minster and the original town of �Wereminster� took its name from �the 
Minster on the Were�. 

The church was remodelled in the 14th with additions in the late 15th or early 16th centuries. Extensively        
repaired during 1626-9 and a major rebuild during 1887-9. A few parts of the old church still remain.

Two yews are found on this site with the most notable, female (above), growing outside of the west porch. This 
�old� yew is documented in the website �Yew Gazetteer� with a girth of 18� 5� at 5�.

http://www.ancient-yew.org/treeInfo.php?link=828

The second yew, male, grows to the north east of the church along the perimeter and has much twiggy growth 
and churchyard debris against the trunk. No measurements were attempted but an estimated* girth could be 
between 7� to 9�.

6



Bishopstrow - St Aldhelm Map 184 ST 895 437             2 miles E of Warminster.

Records indicate that Bishopstrow church could have been Saxon in origin and stood until the 18th century. 
Restorations were carried out during 1757, followed by a full restoration in 1876. 

One story that I heard many years ago told how Bishop Aldhelm (AD 639 � 709), who was renowned for long 
but inspirational sermons, had stuck his staff in the ground, which then sprouted roots and leaves and grew 
into a healthy ash tree. That place became known as Bishop's Tree, now Bishopstrow.

Of two yews recorded here, the most interesting is a tree known locally as the �Bleeding Yew�, which grows at 
the south west corner of the churchyard. Girths of 13� 2� at 1� and 15� 1� at 3� were recorded. 

Both measurements ensured the tape was carefully threaded through new growth and missed several large 
protrusions and branch developments.

�Bleeding� is an uncommon phenomenon observed in only a handful of yews, the most famous being the 
�Bleeding Yew of Nevern�, which attracts hundreds of visitors annually.  

The second yew, male, grows at the rear of the church. Girths were recorded of 10� 9� at 1�, 10� 8� at 3� and 11� 
at 4� 6�.
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