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Introduction 
 
Early in 2007 I began hunting around for a subject for my fourth year thesis.  I was a 
student at the Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh, on the BSc Horticulture with 
Plantsmanship course, and fourth year was suddenly on the horizon – dissertation 
time. 
 
An interest in conifers that had been instilled in me back in my native Perthshire led 
to me seeking suggestions from Martin Gardner, the coordinator of the International 
Conifer Conservation Programme.  Martin’s suggestion was that my thesis could act 
as the ideal planning document for a new project he wanted the conifer programme to 
embark upon, the creation of a conservation hedge of yews. 
 
The concept was simple.  Remove the existing holly hedge from around the perimeter 
of the botanic garden in Edinburgh, and replace it with a yew hedge.  This was not 
going to be your ‘go to a nursery, buy lots of plants’ hedge.  This was a conservation 
hedge.  The plants would be grown from seed and cuttings, collected from threatened 
populations in the wild, and heritage trees throughout the British Isles, trees that are 
supposedly 5000 years old, trees that have seen the demise of Paganism, the rise of 
Christianity, trees that have known King and Queens, writers, murderers and poets.  
 
We would go to Europe, the last surviving ancient yew forests in the Caucasus, the 
limits of Taxus baccata’s range, in Norway, Morocco, Ireland and Iran.  The details of 
every plant we sample from will be recorded, its exact location, its appearance, its 
story.  Every single plant in the new hedge will have a story to tell, and at the same 
time, the new hedge will play its part in the conservation of a species.   
 
My thesis was to act as the preliminary planning document for this exciting new 
project.  Firm in the belief of starting as one means to go on, we felt that it was 
important to use my thesis as an opportunity to start the ball rolling.  But how?  The 
answer was to found in twenty trees scattered throughout Scotland.  To test whether 
the heritage trees in the hedge contained enough genetic diversity to warrant them 
useful for conservation purposes, we would test their DNA.  This would mean 
obtaining material from each one of them.  Since cuttings from each one would be 
destined for the new hedge, the first task set before me was to visit each selected 
Scottish heritage tree and obtain material for propagation and dna analysis.   
 
I began writing to the ‘owners’ of the twenty trees I had chosen from around Scotland 
(see figure 1) briefly explaining myself and asking permission to visit the trees.  One 
by one the replies came back, all positive, and I began planning journeys to trees.  
Being devoid of both driving license and car this ‘planning’ involved the gentle 
persuasion of friends and family not devoid of such things, that visiting old and 
remarkable yew trees would be a fun thing to do.  Leaving works such as Thomas 
Packenham’s ‘Meetings with Remarkable Trees’ lying around in strategic places was 
most helpful in achieving this aim.   
 
By the summer of 2007, having succeeded in securing funding for this project from 
the Merlin Trust and William Steel Trust, an itinerary was in place, and early on the 
wet, grey, misty, and unseasonably coat-requiring morning of Saturday 18th August 
2007, I began this exciting adventure.   
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Figure 1: Map Indicating the Location of the Twenty Yew Trees 
(http://heritage.scotsman.com/img/map.jpg) 
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The Highlands 
 
In order to make the best use of time, I divided the yews up into clusters based on 
location.  The first cluster was the Highlands of Scotland.  My Mother – a doting fan 
of the Highlands – was the weekend’s designated driver.  I must take this opportunity 
to thank her profusely for her efforts, for she will crop up in the role of designated (or 
should that be ‘default’?) driver many times during the course of these adventures. 
 
The journey took us north from Perthshire to Inverness, then west on the Ullapool 
road through some stunning scenery, none more stunning though than Corrieshalloch 
Gorge (see figure 2), a fantastic chasm cut out of the 600million year old rocks by ice 
during the last ice age.  It is impossible for words to do justice to this awe-inspiring 
place, and the photos unfortunately cannot capture the scale and sense of wonder one 
feels when standing on the footbridge more than 200ft above the water.  Many plants 
grow out of the gorge-sides, Betula pendula, Sorbus aucuparia, Pinus sylvestris, as 
well as countless ferns and ericaceous plants typical of this high latitude forest type. 
 

 
Figure 2:  Corrieshalloch Gorge, the tiny footbridge dwarfed by the falls below. 
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Had it not been for the battalions of the infamous Scottish midge that congregate at 
this well-known beauty spot in order to attack coach-loads of unsuspecting tourists 
with military precision, we would have stayed here longer.  Instead we fled in the car 
towards the small village of Leckmelm, occasionally swatting at the dashboard in 
attempt to cull the kamikaze squadron that made it through the car doors when they 
were opened.   
 
Leckmelm garden was laid out in the 1870s by an archetype Victorian gentleman 
gardener.  He planted many of the new exotic species of conifer that were so popular 
during the era, and also many fine shrubs.  The garden was abandoned in the 1940s 
but has for some time now been in the care of the new owners who have beaten back a 
lot of the overgrowth to reveal a charming garden.   
 
Whilst the huge old trees dominate, including many fine Cedrus deodara, 
Chamaecyparis lawsoniana, Thuja plicata and Abies procera.  Of particular interest 
was a huge weeping beech tree, Fagus sylvatica ‘Pendula’, a veteran of the garden 
with an enourmous trunk, and branches sprawling everywhere, its delicate foliage 
hanging right down to the ground in a fairy-tale like pose (figure 3).  Also impressive 
was a superb example of Thujopsis dolabrata, a multi-stemmed specimen that was 
slowly marching across the lawn thanks to the layering habit of its branches (figures 
4-5). 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 3:  Leckmelm’s stunning Fagus sylvatica ‘Pendula’. 
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Figure 4: The multistemmed Thujopsis dolabrata at Leckmelm, eating away at the lawn. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 5:  Looking up from inside the Thujopsis. 
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We arrived at Dundonnell House mid-afternoon, where we were welcomed by Lady 
Jane Rice.  Lady Rice has lived here for the last nine years, the previous owners left 
her with a fabulous garden, which is truly one of the most beautiful I have yet had the 
pleasure of visiting.  Many old and impressive specimens of exotic trees and shrubs 
are complimented by more recent additions in this much loved private garden.  
 
Lady Rice’s son showed us around.  In its prominent position, one cannot miss the 
fabulous yew tree we had come to see (figure 6).  A male, thought to be as many as 
2000 years old, with many different stems arising from a huge single bole of 23ft girth 
(see figure 7).  The tree occupies pride of place, the garden obviously having been 
designed around it.  Yew hedges planted in the 1930s lead the way towards it.  We are 
informed that most of the yews in these hedges are male, and I wonder if they were 
grown from cuttings of the great tree they frame. 
 
Before taking cuttings, we forced ourselves away to look around the rest of the garden 
(see figures 8-9).  Despite Dundonnell’s high latitude of 57ºN, this part of the country 
particularly enjoys the benefit of the North Atlantic Drift and the house occupies a 
sheltered location.  The walled garden tops-up the protection sufficiently in order to 
provide superb growing conditions for a range of exotic plants.  Two stunning 
examples of Eucalyptus gunii, one of which is on the tree register of the British Isles, 
are set off by Acer spp. and an array of exotic shrubs including Rhododendron  
(Rhodos being of course standard issue in every Scottish west-coast garden) 
Hydrangea and Magnolia spp..   
 

 

 
Figure 6:  The beautiful Dundonnell yew. 
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Many more specimen trees can be found in the arboretum including a particularly fine 
specimen of Nothofagus betuloides. The trees have been underplanted by a collection  
of more Rhododendrons.  The award for most exciting find in the arboretum must go 
to the largest specimen of Abies bracteata I have yet seen.  A good 40ft tall, the tree 
has lost the foliage on its lower half due to shade, however the upper part is enjoying 
full health, and an impressive crop of the fabulous hedgehog-like cones could be seen 
at the top.  It was the first time I had seen this species coning.  I ponder for a while 
whether or not to climb up to attempt to retrieve one, and had it not been for the 
abhorrent weather I might have attempted it.    
 
Back inside, Lady Rice and I discuss the origins of the old yew tree.  Estimates of its 
age vary widely, the ‘Heritage Trees of Scotland’ by Rodger Stokes and Ogilvie 
(2003) puts it, helpfully, at between 600 and 2000 years.  Lady Rice seems to favour 
the older end of the scale, and I tend towards feeling this is an ancient tree.  This yew 
shall keep, probably forever, the secrets of its origin.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 7:  The enormous bole of the Dundonnell yew - for a sense of scale, note the 5ft figure on the 
right! 
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Figure 8:  View to the vegetable garden. 

 
 
 

 
Figure 9:  Dundonnell’s mountainous backdrop helps to create an amazing atmosphere. 
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The following morning, the weather had improved to the extent that the sun began to 
come through as we got in the car and headed towards the famous Inverewe garden 
owned by the National Trust for Scotland.  I had never been to this garden before – 
and for all the times people have asked me “Have you been to Inverewe?” I felt we 
should visit while we were so close.  A very nice drive took us through stunning 
coastal scenery, past NATO bases and flocks of sheep and campervans (figure 11).   
 
Inverewe shares its ability with other west coast gardens to cultivate such an 
extraordinary range of plants thanks to the North Atlantic Drift.  I was struck by the 
exotic appearance of the garden.  Eucalyptus spp. occur at regular intervals (figure 
12), complimenting the many species of north American and Eurasian conifers that 
were originally planted to provide shelter.  Rhododendron is frequent, naturally.  
Indeed, Inverewe holds the national collection of Rhododendron sections Barbata, 
Glischra and Maculifera.  Further national collections at Inverewe are Brachyglottis 
and Olearia.  One of the more interesting rhodos I saw was Rhododendron serotinum 
a beautiful species from western China, with fantastic, gently scented white flowers 
that were putting on a fantastic display with many more buds to break despite the 
season being so far gone (figure 10).   
 
Another interesting find was Prumnopitys andina, the Chilean plum yew, this 
particular plant was one of ICCP’s conifers, bearing the eight-digit accession number 
and collector’s details.  Happily it is thriving.  Inverewe is a wonderful garden, and 
provided us with much interest.  It would have been possible to spend a lot longer 
there, but we were restricted to only two hours.  Once back on the road, it was on to 
the east coast, back past Dundonnell and Strathgarve, nearing Inverness before we 
turned north and headed past Invergordon in search of Tarbat House. 
 

 

Figure 10:  The beautiful flowers of Rhododendron serotinum. 
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Figure 11:  The stunning landscape of Scotland’s west coast. 

 

 
Figure 12:  A huge Eucalyptus sprawling over Inverewe’s rock garden. 
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This particular yew was causing me some concern.  I had not managed, despite 
intensive searching, to trace the name of the owner of the house, and therefore I had 
not been able to write asking permission to visit and explaining my purpose.  It would 
all have to be explained as we went along.  My interest in this yew stems from my 
finding a reference to it in a book ‘The Eternal Yew’ by Trevor Baxter published in 
1992.  He lists it in a gazetteer of noteworthy yews.  I singled this one out due once 
again to it being of reportedly great size and age in a locality so far north, this time 
not on the warm west coast.   
 
We found Tarbat with ease, and decided to take the safe-bet of aiming for a group of 
tall exotic conifers – very often where they are there is, or once was, a big house.  We 
went through the gate and were met by two young trainee cyclists.  We asked their 
father if we had got the right place. He nodded, and I explained, using my carefully 
rehearsed “I am from….been trying to find a way of contacting you…” speech what 
we were after. Fortunately he was helpful, and said it would be fine.  We thanked him 
and set off down the drive in the direction he pointed us in. 
 
Very soon we came to Tarbat House: A great shell surrounded by weeds (mostly 
young Betula pendula).  It had the appearance of a great house gutted by fire in the 
past.  The grounds were dilapidated and seemed uncared for.  Grass grew tall and was 
uncut, and areas of woodland showed no sign of management.  The group of exotic 
looking trees we had used to guide us ended up being our destination.  In an 
overgrown area that had once been the pet cemetery to the big house, we found a 
group of yew trees.  One sorry looking specimen was much bigger than all the others 
and was clearly our tree. 
 
Specimens of Fagus sylvatica and self-seeded Corylus avellana and Acer 
pseudoplatanus were infringing on the yew, but the upper part of the tree seemed in 
good shape.  Under its massive canopy many of the lower branches were dead.  
Walking around the tree revealed a section where a huge piece of a nearby 
Sequoiadendron giganteum had fallen on the yew tree, taking away a significant 
section of its canopy.  This seemed to be a recent event: The foliage and cones of the 
Sequoiadendron were still there, all coloured brown.  The yew tree had a sad feeling 
about it, what was once clearly a much loved and cared for place, with carefully set 
out graves for family pets, and fine specimen trees, now seems a forgotten 
overgrowth.   
 
The yew appeared to be of great age, it had an enormous bole, huge spreading 
branches, and an enormous canopy that was perhaps 40ft across at its widest point, 
and just as tall.  On the main trunk and branches, the tree was regenerating freely, and 
this provided useful material for cuttings.  The origin of this amazing tree is worthy of 
further investigation, as indeed is the history of this house and estate and their demise. 
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Figure 13:  The Tarbat House yew. 

 

 
Figure 14:  The crown of the Tarbat House yew, with the large section of fallen Seqoiadendron  

in the foreground.  
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Aberdeenshire 
 
The estates of Aberdeenshire are adorned with fabulous trees, and many original 
introductions survive here.  My visit to Aberdeenshire was to take in just two of the 
county’s many gardens: Crathes and Pitmedden. 
 
After a very trying 3-hour drive, with complimentary slow tractors, diversions, 
roadworks, and horse-drawn wedding carriages (I kid you not), we arrived finally at 
Pitmedden House (figure 20).  Pitmedden is an example of a late seventeenth century 
walled garden, with elaborate parterres (figures 15-16), and packed herbaceous 
borders, and many fine, clipped yews.  It was fully restored to this layout, considered 
loyal to the original design, in the 1950s and 60s.  Of course many of the plants we 
now see in the garden would not have been available to the original gardeners.  
However, the box plants that are used in the parterre, and the yew topiary and the 
many fruit trees trained on the wall would all have been included in the original 
planting. 
 
The only veterans that were surely a feature of the original garden are four large yews, 
two larger, older males are found in the upper garden adjacent to the house, two 
younger females are found in the walled garden proper, one in each of the far corners.  
One is distinctly larger than the other, and I wonder if the smaller tree replaced one 
that was lost in later years.  The situation of the two males in the designed garden 
suggests their being planted there, it is perfectly possible they were planted when the 
garden was laid out in the seventeenth century, or they may have been part of another 
garden that predates the existing design. 
 
The yew from which I sampled was one of the larger male trees (figures 17-19).  The 
tree has a large bole, which splits into several main stems from about 2ft off the 
ground, the branches ascending to 40ft and spreading perhaps 30-40ft across.  There 
was little in the way of the young epicormic growth I wanted for cutting material on 
the trunk, however an enjoyable climb to about 15ft up put me in touch with my 
chimp ancestry, and worked my way around the upper branches where I found some 
decent material.  Unfortunately, due to the time it took us to get to Pitmedden, we had 
to spend the rest of the day in rush-mode.   
 
When we set off to find the yews at Crathes, we came around the corner of the castle, 
a fine example of the sixteenth century Scots Baronial style, and were met with the 
unmistakable sight of what Mr Pirnie, Crathes’ head gardner, is quite confident are 
the oldest surviving horticultural plantings at Crathes: the egg and eggcups (figure 
21).   
 
This piece of topiary is comprised of a pair of yews, planted in 1735, each clipped to 
resemble an egg sitting in an eggcup upon a plate.  The walled garden where this 
piece of topiary is found is 3.75 acres in size, and also contains some of Scotland’s 
oldest known yew hedges, thought to date from the mid 1700s.  One particularly large 
hedge was 15ft across at its base, it was in the middle of being rejuvenated: Half of it 
had been cut back to the main stems and the wood was regenerating freely (figure 26).  
Presumably the second side will undergo the same treatment in a few years time.  The 
rest of the walled garden (figures 21-30) revealed that the leaflet was not boasting 
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when it proclaimed the gardens at Crathes as being “among the very finest in the 
country”.  
 
There was still more to see though.  We followed directions I’d received from Mr 
Pirnie towards a small outcrop of granite, which one comes to upon entering the 
conifer glade.  It is covered in yews.  The trees were almost certainly planted, 
probably sometime in the latter half of the eighteenth century.   
 
Some of the yews were planted around the base of the outcrop, where the rock 
obviously does not impede their growth, and the soil has been fed annually for 
hundreds of years by a thick layer of leaf-litter from the nearby oak trees, these are 
wonderful specimens, tall, straight trunks with a large girth (figures 31 & 33).  On the 
rock however, yew shows its brilliant ability to adapt to such trying situations.  The 
trees have all grown well, but they are gnarled and much more character-full.  Some 
atop the outcrop send their roots like snakes over and among the rocks anchoring 
them into the outcrop (figure 32).  Others, growing out of the near-vertical rock face 
grow horizontally then turn through ninety degrees and grow vertically, an amazing 
sight and a testament to the strength of the wood. 
 
 
 

 
Figure 15:  The parterre at Pitmedden garden, Aberdeenshire. 
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Figure 16:  Yew topiary is an important feature of the garden at Pitmedden. 

 
 

 
Figure 17:  The large male yew at Pitmedden sampled for the conservation hedge project. 
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Figure 18:  The trunk of the yew. 

 
 

 
Figure 19:  An easy climb. 
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Figure 20:  Pitmedden House. 

 

 
Figure 21:  The ‘Egg and Eggcups’ at Crathes Castle, planted in 1735. 
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Figure 22:  Crathes Castle from the walled garden.   Figure 23:  Paths meander through the garden. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 24:  View across the walled garden from the terrace. 
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Figure 25:  The stunning Arbutus menziesii. 

 
 

 
Figure 26:  Work to rejuvenate one of the oldest yew hedges in Scotland. 
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Figure 27:  The castle from the bottom of the walled garden. 
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Figures 28-30:  Scenes around Crathes’ idyllic gardens. 

 

 
Figure 31:  The yew grove at Crathes – the tree on the right was the  

tree sampled from. 
 

 
Figure 32:  A tree in the grove – note the roots spreading over the  

rock surface. 



 22 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 33:  Inspecting the candidate… 
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East Lothian 
 
I visited the East Lothian yews – two amazing specimens within an hour’s drive of 
Edinburgh – with my friend and landlady Rose Ellison.  We begin by visiting 
Whittingehame Tower, an old tower house near Haddington.  I had written to the 
gentleman I had tracked down as the owner of this yew: The Earl of Balfour, however 
I had received no reply, so once again I was knocking on the front door with just a 
little apprehension.   
 
Not long after knocking, a pick-up truck came up the drive from an area of woodland.  
The gentleman who stepped out of the car identified himself as the owner.  
Unfortunately, Lord Balfour had passed away some years ago, and his nephew, with 
whom we were becoming acquainted, was surprised he had not received the letter I 
had sent.  Nevertheless, I explained the project to him and he was delighted to show 
us to the ancient tree. 
 
There are no words that can describe the awesome sight of the Whittingehame yew, it 
is truly a living monument.  The tree is unassuming from the exterior (figure 34) it 
looks of decent size, with many young trees in front of it.  It is only upon seeing the 
entrance to a ‘tunnel’ cut through the thicket of branches, held up by metal supports, 
stretching before you that you begin to get a sense of scale (figure 35).  As you enter 
the tunnel and begin to walk through it you trace the progress of the branches from the 
outer perimeter of the mass of yew seen from outside, following them gently uphill.  
They lie along the ground and atop each other in a thicket about 6ft deep, trailing like 
giant snakes fleeing some unknown terror, then, quite suddenly, the end of the tunnel 
arrives, and you can stand up straight again.   
 
The cavern one now finds oneself encased in (figure 36) is completely impenetrable 
by any route other than the tunnel.  Faced quite literally with walls of branches all 
around, one is in awe.  At certain points around the ‘cavern’ walls, the branches seem 
to ring around, parallel as it were, to the trunk, thus giving the impression the great 
outer wall of the tree may at one stage have been clipped to keep it in check.  Alas the 
pruning task must have grown too daunting, and the tree was released from its hedge 
bonds, and recommenced its march outwards.  The owner informs us that when he 
measured it out, the perimeter of the plant was 120m around and he estimates it to 
cover one quarter to one third of an acre. 
 
The story goes that this yew was the meeting place for the group of Scottish noblemen 
who plotted to kill Lord Darnley, a husband of Mary Queen of Scots.  This is very 
likely true, the tree would certainly have been around at the time, and yews have been 
meeting places for various purposes and peoples for millennia, as later visits to 
Loudon Castle and the Great Fraser Yew will testify. 
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Figure 34:  The Whittingehame yew from the outside. 

 
 

 

 
Figure 35:  The tunnel into the cavern.    Figure 36:  The edge of the cavern. 
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Our next destination was Ormiston, the drive taking us through some of East 
Lothian’s country lanes, past hedgerows and old ornate farm buildings that are 
frequently dotted around this important agricultural area.  After a number of wrong 
turnings and dead ends we arrive at Ormiston Hall.  The great house that once stood 
here is long gone, the grounds have now been developed into a private residential 
development after a syndicate of friends bought it about thirty years ago.  Modern 
houses are dotted among the woodland. 
 
We arrived at the old stables, one of the few original buildings surviving on the site, 
and were showed to the tree by the couple that lived there.  From the outside this tree 
appears, like the Whittingehame tree, to be a very large mass.  On entering under the 
canopy though, one sees that this time it is actually two trees, one much larger than 
the other.  It is a very large tree, thought to be about the same age as the 
Whittingehame plant, but of a much greater girth.  The branches have layered, but one 
can easily walk among them.  From certain points large uprights have grown into new 
trunks, and this has created the effect of a thicket of yews being planted here. 
 
All trees in this thicket are female apart from one.  Our hosts tell me that they think it 
is a seedling from the tree that has succeeded under the protection of its mother.  I 
have every reason to agree, however I remember that it is possible with yew, as it is in 
other dioecious species such as the Chilean Prumnopitys andina that a part of the 
plant can, for reasons best known to itself, change its sex.  This is a rare occurrence 
though, but I am glad that I am able to pass on a bit of new information to my hosts.  
Another thought resulting from the highly plausible seedling theory is that some of 
the many uprights surrounding the tree are in fact themselves seedlings, disguised as 
layers of the main tree by their female status.  Some can quite easily be traced back by 
visible layered branches, and it would take a more detailed investigation to ascertain 
the extent of the single large tree and distinguishing it from possible seedlings.  It is 
all food for thought. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 37:  The Ormiston Yew. 
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Figure 38:  The great trunk of the Ormiston Yew. 
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Ayrshire 
 
The first heritage yew Rose and I travelled to in Ayrshire is actually a pair of trees 
known as the Kelburn Yews, in the gardens of Kelburn Castle.  We were met on our 
arrival – in the pouring rain incidentally – by a Mr Karl Brownlee, the head gardener 
at Kelburn, who has been there for over thirty years.  He gave us a warm welcome, 
and talked with us about his work, and his particular enjoyment of seeing the younger 
generation of the family beginning to take an interest in the maintenance of the 
grounds for their longevity. 
 
The same family has occupied Kelburn since the twelfth century, and no historical 
document makes any sort of reference to the origin of the yews, which are clearly of 
great antiquity.  It is believed, therefore, that these trees predate the arrival of the 
family here in the 1140s.  The setting of the pair is a very beautiful part of Kelburn 
Castle gardens known as the Plaisance.  It is a sheltered garden on a west-facing 
slope, leading down to the seashore with views across to the Isle of Arran.  Both trees 
are female, however one tree had a male section, all leading back to one section of the 
main trunk (figure 39).   
 
As such I took herbarium material from each section, and cuttings from all around.  
This means the plants for the hedge will be a mix of male and female and this will be 
an interesting interpretive point with regard to the species’ biology.  After taking the 
cuttings and herbarium material, we wandered off back to the car, passing by several 
other amazing specimen trees.  One was a truly amazing specimen of Pinus monticola  
whose days are very sadly numbered, after an investigation by arboriculturists found  

Figure 39:  One of the Kelburn yews – the male section is distinguishable on the left of the tree, the  
female section being the more rounded darker coloured part to the right. 
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the tree to be most unsafe - spoilsports.  Another tree was a weeping form of  
European Larch Larix decidua.  Mr Brownlee told us he believed it was a cultivar, 
though not a particularly common one.  It was an amazing tree, with the branchlets all 
weeping gracefully, and actually some of the larger lower branches had layered 
resulting in some young uprights as we had already witnessed happening in some 
specimens of yew (figure 40).   
 
After passing by these two specimen trees we found ourselves with an excellent view 
of the castle.  A large part is covered in harling, and this is causing a damp problem in 
the main wall.  In several years time this is going to be removed, but the owners very 
cleverly decided to take advantage of the situation and they painted it white, and then 
a group of Brazilian graffiti artists came in and painted the most fantastic graffiti upon 
it, obviously with great skill and care (figure 40).  The result, obviously not to 
everyone’s tastes – including those of Mr Brownlee it would seem – is in my opinion 
a rather wonderful piece of modern art.  It is a much more exciting and colourful way 
of looking at the otherwise ugly harling for the next few years before its removal. 
 

Figure 40:  The weeping larch at Kelburn.  Figure 41:  Making the best of a bad situation… 
 

Only a little while into the next leg of our journey, we stopped a little south of the 
village of Largs when we spotted signs advertising a sea-food restaurant:  it was lunch 
time.  We didn’t know it as we pulled into the impossible car park, but we had 
stumbled upon “one of the top-twenty places to eat in the UK”.  Some people arrived 
immediately after us, one of them giving a recital to the others from a page of the 
good food guide.  It must be said that despite it lacking any aquatic origin, I have 
never tasted sticky toffee pudding quite as delicious as that served in this restaurant.  
The delicious food left us fully equipped to move on to the next tree ‘The Auld Yew 
of Loudon’. 
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Loudon Castle was once known as ‘the Windsor of the North’, a title perhaps 
bestowed by some English first time visitor to Scotland in a little haste, given the 
number of large houses to be found in Scotland that are both larger than this is and 
grander than this once was.  Today, the building is nothing more than a ruined shell, 
though presumably structurally sound as it is the centrepiece of a theme park, and one 
can get extremely close to the building.  The front wall still bears the fitting for a 
telephone line attachment, many of the windows have the remains of shutters still in 
place, and on many of the walls plastering is still visible.  It is a strange, ghost of a 
house.  The yew is a very large tree, male, immediately to the west of the castle 
(figures 42-43). 
 
It is a remarkable tree for a number of reasons.  First, its great size indicates a great 
age.  In the early eighteenth century, it is said that drafts of the treaty of union 
between Scotland and England were discussed under the canopy of this tree, 
inextricably linking it with one of the most poignant events in the history of these two 
nations.  Furthermore, the tree has shown itself to be a great survivor.  In 1811, the 
castle was extended, and the extensions brought the castle wall to within 2m of the 
base of the tree.  The yew was spared felling, but half of the canopy was cut clean 
away.  Nearly two hundred years on, its health suggests it merely shrugged this event 
off.  More astounding is that due to the proximity of the tree to the house, the great 
fire of 1940 would have done a great deal of damage to the tree, yet less than 70 years 
on one would never imagine such an event had happened.   
 
The tree itself is contained behind an iron railing to afford it some protection.  This is 
very effective as it took some effort to get over it in order to gain access to the base of 
the trunk where I collected material.  The tree is very large despite half of the canopy 
having being removed around 1811.  Some of the branches now sweep right down to 
ground level and appear to have the ‘intention’ of layering.  Ivy is abundant around 
the area where the tree is and some of it was making good progress up the trunk, I 
made an executive decision and took it upon myself to remove it.   
 
The return journey back over the railing was even more perilous, with considerable 
damage being done to my thigh by one of the spikes.  Limping, we went back to the 
car and headed for home.  All in all a successful day, with the added drama of having 
battle wounds! 
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Figure 42:  The ‘Auld yew of Loudon’. 
 
 
 

 
Figure 43:  The trunk seen against the ruins of the gutted castle. 
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Stirlingshire & Loch Lomond 
 
For this particular leg of my odyssey around some of Scotland’s most engaging trees, 
Martin Gardner, coordinator of the International Conifer Conservation Programme at 
the Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh, accompanies me.  We set off early in the hope 
of evading rush hour, and succeed, sort of.  Heading west from Edinburgh into the 
Stirlingshire countryside it is not long before we find the village of Kippen and are 
directed to Broich House, home of Sir Peter and Lady Hutchison and a very fine yew, 
by the people at the village garage. 
 
Broich House seemed to be an amalgamation of several different styles of 
architecture, and as Sir Peter would explain to us, when he and his wife bought the 
house, they took advantage of its non-listed status and made extensive alterations, 
actually significantly reducing it in size.  Possibly the most interesting part of his 
introductory talk was that he had not intended to buy the house at all:  The Hutchisons 
had been interested in a farm that was part of the estate, but when they wandered 
around what was left of the grounds, they happened upon a specimen of Davidia 
involucrata in full flower, which won them over.  Thankfully, the tree flourishes to 
this day! 
 
The ‘Great Yew’ greets the visitor, whether he is aware of it or not, on arrival.  It 
comes to within a few feet of the drive, and sits only a stones throw from the east wall 
of the house, surrounded by well-kept lawns.  ‘Grand’ may be a more appropriate 
prefix for this yew tree than the bestowed ‘Great’.  It is of the recurring umbellate 
form, branching from high up, the branches elegantly hitting the ground and providing 
new upright trunks in profusion.  It is not as large, nor as impressive, as some I have 
seen - Whittingehame springs to mind - however this tree surpasses all I have yet seen 
in its beauty (figures 44-45).  
 
Its form is perfect, every part of the tree seems to be in ideal proportion.  The ring of 
new uprights resulting from the layers seem to dance around the central trunk in a 
way much more poetic and artistic than those I have seen in previous examples of this 
form.  It has a certain magic that I find myself incapable of iterating proficiently.    
Perhaps it is the setting, in the picturesque rolling hills of the Stirlingshire 
countryside, on a well-kept lawn, amidst the well cared for ornamental policies of an 
old house.  Maybe it was the sunshine, an element that has been so often absent 
during my visits to yews.  I’m inclined to think that it was purely the tree. 
 
The age of this tree is a particularly interesting point, as it is, once again, a point of 
much difference of opinion.  A visiting group had suggested this specimen is actually 
the cultivar ‘Dovastoniana’, discovered in 1776.  However, historic measurements 
dating from 1794 give the trees height at around 50ft.  As Sir Peter put it in his earlier 
letter to me, “it is hardly likely the Broich yew could be its [cv. ‘Dovastoniana’] 
offspring if it was around 50ft in height 18 years later”.  Another theory is that the 
yew is of monastic origin, planted by monks from Inchmahome Priory on the nearby 
Lake of Menteith.   
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Figure 44:  The Great Yew at Broich. 
 

 
Figure 45:  The branches layering producing new stems at Broich. 
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Our second tree of the day may rank as the most precarious.  Over recent decades, it 
has suffered extensive dieback.  The bole of a great trunk remains, and a great deal of 
young looking growth emanates from it, however it does not seem to be in the best of 
health (figures 46-48).  The demise of this great tree may be due in part to its 
extraordinary story and fame.  It is said that Robert the Bruce, before becoming King, 
sheltered under its (once) vast canopy with a band of followers, where they spent an 
evening hiding from pursuing enemies. 
 
No proof has been found, of course, to support or deny this claim, but this tree’s 
romantic link with one of Scotland’s great heroes has earned it a special position in 
Scotland’s tree heritage.  Known locally as ‘the King’s tree’, this stump of a once 
mighty tree lies in the grounds of a small cottage on the shore of Loch Lomond.  We 
only had rough directions given to me over the phone by the owner of the tree, who 
was away in America at the time.  As we were driving along the road I noticed the 
name sign of a house fly past me and knew we had arrived.  A quick ‘u’ [yew?!] turn  
and we were back, turning up the drive. 
 
‘Robert the Bruce’s Yew’ grows out of a small rock outcrop jutting out from the base 
of an east-facing hillside, a few meters above the shoreline of the loch.  To find the 
best cutting material, I had to climb into the crown, and here the cuts made by the 
arboriculturists when the tree was ‘pruned’ proved exceedingly useful due to their 
being perfectly horizontal.  The limbs that once grew from these scars were of great 
size, I was able to very comfortably stand on each one of them.  In fact several people 
could have stood together on one of them with some ease…and a little cooperation. 
 
 

 
Figure 46:  The remains of the King’s tree. 
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Figure 47:  The view to Loch Lomond from the top of the tree. 

 
 
 

 
Figure 48:  The large bole of the King’s tree, with the remains of some of its stems clearly visible. 
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Renfrewshire 
 
My visit to Renfrewshire had been to visit two yew trees, the ‘Wallace yew’ in 
Elderslie, and the ‘Craigends yew’ near Johnstone.  However, at the eleventh hour, I 
learned of a third heritage yew is this county, with more than one claim to fame.  My 
host for this section of my yew trip was Debbie Adams, a very green and good friend 
from the first year of my course, and she was only too happy to make the unscheduled 
detour in search of this new and interesting tree. 
 
The ‘John Knox Yew’ is an unassuming specimen tree, growing in a formal setting on 
lawns next to Finlaystone House, near Langbank.  It is so called after the Scottish 
religious reformer who, it is reputed, gave his first sermon under this tree.  An 
incredible event occurred in the early 1900s adding to this trees celebrity.  In 1900 it 
was moved, having grown too large for being so near the house.  An American 
company was contracted to move the tree, which I doubt would have been saved in 
this way were it not for its historical connections to John Knox. 
 
The tree itself (figure 49) is a female, not particularly large, and it was fruiting 
profusely.  The trunk is distinctly forked near the base, and leans towards the house.  
One section of the trunk, the one closest to the house, does not seem to be in the best 
of health.  The lower portions of the lowest branches have been removed to keep the 
base of the plant visible, however I feel this may be denying it the chance to layer and 
support itself on the ground around it, which may bode badly for its future. 
 

 
Figure 49:  The John Knox yew on the lawns of Finlaystone House, the River Clyde lies beyond. 
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I had intended to collect 
cuttings from the ‘Wallace 
Yew’ at Elderslie.  The 
association of this tree with one 
of Scotland’s national heroes is 
the subject of some debate.  
Some experts consider it too 
young to be the tree Wallace 
played in as a child, but it is 
perfectly feasible it could 
originate from a cutting of that 
tree.   
 
Sadly, the tree is now in a very 
bad way, luck has not been 
with it, it has been subjected to 
vandalism and storm damage, 
and would seem to be in 
terminal decline.  Encased by a 
protective fence, it was not 
possible to gain close access to 
the tree, but to do so would 
have been fruitless anyway, as 
there was virtually no   
          Figure 50:  The remains of the Wallace Yew. 
 

 
 
epicormic growth on the large        
trunk, and several signs of disease 
were present.  Several bracket fungi 
grew on different areas of the trunk, 
and what little vegetation there was in 
the ‘crown’ – for it barely was a 
crown – looked to be in very bad 
health (figures 50-51). 
 
This was a disappointment, however 
the serendipitous John Knox yew is a 
worthy substitute. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   Figure 51:  The shattered crown of the Wallace yew. 
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In total contrast to the Wallace yew, to say the Craigends yew was a healthy plant 
would be an understatement.  Indeed, if it were not a native species, an ecologist with 
little knowledge of the species would be forgiven for worrying we were faced with 
another Japanese knotweed scenario. 
 
The tree has spread along the banks of the River Gryffe by layering, and has come to 
cover a huge area, under which very little else grows.  The main trunk is huge, and 
presumably very ancient.  The crown above it, which must have been of some 
considerable size, has mostly died back, and it is the larger lower spreading branches 
from the main trunk that have lead to the layering and subsequent colonisation of the 
river bank by the tree.   

 
We scrambled through the 
near-impenetrable thicket 
of layered branches 
(figure 52) that required 
some interesting acrobatic 
sequences worthy of any 
big-top.  After eventually 
reaching the ‘cavern’ one 
finds inside layered trees, 
we were faced with the 
largest trunk of any yew I 
have yet seen (figure 53).   
 
 
 

Figure 52:  Dr Adams I presume? 
 
 
 
To our  
further 
amazement we 
found, on the 
other side of the 
trunk, a path cut 
through the 
layered branches 
leading to the 
main path we 
had originally 
come along.  
Oops.   
 
 
 
 
 
            Figure 53:  Yew and I:  The colossal trunk of the Craigeneds yew. 
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Perthshire 
 
The Fortingall yew is perhaps the most famous in Scotland, or the whole of the UK.  
In the churchyard in the hamlet of Fortingall, near Loch Tay in Highland Perthshire, is 
widely accepted to be the oldest living thing in all of Europe, at an estimated age of 
between 3000-5000 years of age.   
 
I am extremely lucky to be able to call this part of the world home, and I have known 
this tree since childhood.  If one was to visit this tree without knowing much about the 
species, nor knowing much about this particular individual, it would not be difficult to 
be unimpressed.  The tree is surrounded by a wall that was built in the nineteenth 
century to protect it from souvenir-hunters (figure 54), there are openings in it, where 
gaps in iron railings allow the visitor to see through (figure 56). 
 
In all the time I have known the tree, I have never passed through the iron gate in the 
wall, and into the inner sanctum.  Today was different.  It felt a little like I was being 
admitted into an exceptionally holy place, where even the most far-travelled pilgrims 
to the Fortingall Yew are never allowed to enter.  It was special.  In the ground within 
the walls is a ring of pegs, which mark out a circle of 56ft in circumference, the 
recorded girth of the tree many hundreds of years ago.   
 
At different points within the circle, a gnarled and contorted trunk rises up.  The 
largest fragment of the tree that now exists is a hollowed trunk, comprised now of 
three separate trunks (figures 55-56).  It lies within the circle, and may have 
originated from an interior root that grew down inside the hollow centre of the tree 
when it had a great single trunk that would fill up the entire space contained within 
the four walls.  It was quite something to stand among the trunks and know that 
millennia are looking down on you. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 54:  Europe’s oldest tree? 
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Figure 55:  The largest of the remaining trunks, with the ring of pegs marking the girth of the trunk at 
its height in the 1800s visible in distance and on the left. 

 

Figure 56:  The view through the cage, showing the multiple trunks originating from different points 
around the original perimeter of the trunk. 
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Murthly Castle, which sits astride the River Tay just south of Dunkeld in Perthshire, 
has been home to some of the finest specimens of exotic conifer species ever planted 
in the British Isles.  Many record breakers have graced, and some continue to do so, 
the policies of the castle, which can trace its origins back to a twelfth century Royal 
hunting lodge.  Some of the tallest Sitka spruce Picea sitchensis, Serbian-Sitka hybrid 
spruce, western hemlock Tsuga heterophylla have all grown here.  A group of three 
Serbian spruce Picea omorika, still hold the record as the tallest examples in the UK.  
Some of the finest Douglas firs Pseudotsuga menziesii and mountain hemlock Tsuga 
mertensiana, in the country may be seen here, as well as over fifteen champion trees. 
 
I have known Murthly for several years now, and it was when I was being shown 
around the grounds by the owner’s uncle, that my interest in trees was first awoken.  
After arriving at the Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh as a student, I was able to 
arrange for Murthly to become a safe-site for the International Conifer Conservation 
Programme, and in March 2007 the heritage of tree planting was continued, with the 
introduction of species that had never historically been grown in Perthshire:  Fitzroya  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 57:  The view down ‘the dead walk’. 
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cupressoides, Austrocedrus chilensis and Prumnopitys andina from Chile, and 
Athrotaxis laxifolia and Athrotaxis selaginoides from Tasmania (figure 59). 
 
This planting added five new species and four new genera to Murthly in the space of a 
single afternoon!  While there is no evidence to support such a supposition, I believe 
yews were probably the first conifers to be planted for ornament at Murthly, many 
fine plantings of them may be found throughout the grounds (figure 58).  There are no 
known planting dates for some of the oldest trees, but the oldest group of even an 
estimated age are some yews thought to be around 500 years.  These form the older 
section of an avenue of yews, quite close to the castle.  Originally, they may have 
been planted as a walk in a long since gone garden.   
 
The avenue they 
are contained in is 
a close walk of 
yews (figure 57) 
clearly comprised 
of two distinct 
sections, the 
section thought to 
be about 500 
years old, where 
the trees are 
planted 
alternately.  The 
much larger 
section, where the 
trees are visibly 
smaller, and are  
planted opposite Figure 58:  More lines of old yews are to be found in the walled garden. 

 
 
each other, and are thought to be 200-300 
years old.  The avenue is featured in 
Thomas Packenham’s ‘Meetings with 
Remarkable Trees’, and has a fascinating 
family tradition attached to it.  The 
tradition is, that the Laird of Murthly, 
after his accession, may only ever again 
pass down the avenue in the direction of 
the chapel once - in his coffin!   
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 59:  A young ICCP plant: Athrotaxis 
laxifolia thriving at Murthly. 
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A few miles up the Tay from Murthly is Dunkeld.  On the edge of the town is 
Dunkeld House, a former residence of the Dukes of Atholl, whom of all Perthshire’s 
residents are perhaps best associated with tree planting.  The grounds were planted 
with many of the new species coming into cultivation in the nineteenth century.  At 
the edge of the grounds lies Dunkeld Cathedral, whose grounds are also well known 
for many fine trees, including a number of fine specimens of yews. 
 
On the lawns are a number of old trees, but it is in the policy woodland at the western 
end of the grounds where the finest specimens are found.  They are in good company, 
another of Scotland’s great heritage trees, the parent larch, grows nearby.  This tree is 
one of the first larch trees planted outdoors in Britain (figure 60).  Its success led to 
the ‘planting Dukes of Atholl’ populating the barren hills around Dunkeld with 
millions of larch trees, which led in turn to the larch becoming such an important 
forestry species.   
 
Under the towering gaze of the larch, fir and spruce trees grow two large yews, a male 
and a female (figure 61).  Male and female trees were traditionally planted in pairs in 
sites of pre-Christian worship, and it is possible, given the size of these trees, that the 
two trees predate the Cathedral here.  Of course, when considering this one must bear 
in mind the fantastic growth rate in this part of the world. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 60:  The parent larch at Dunkeld. 
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Figure 61:  One of the great yews behind the cathedral. 
 

Figure 62:  The Tay at Dunkeld. 
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The Borders 
 
Traquair House (figure 63), not that far from Dawyck Botanic Garden, dates from the 
1100s and is said to be the oldest continuously inhabited house in Scotland, all that 
time being inhabited by the same family.  The family were supporters of Charles 
Edward Stuart’s jacobite rising of 1745, Traquair played host to Bonnie Prince 
Charlie, the famous ‘Bear Gates’ being closed behind him as he left, with a vow 
sworn that never again would they be opened until a Stuart King was crowned in 
London.  They have not been opened to this day. 

 
Being supporters of the ailing 
Stuart dynasty, and their Catholic 
faith, would have cost the family 
dearly.  A positive outcome of this, 
though, is that the grounds of 
Traquair are not like so many other 
houses, adorned with plantings of 
exotic species, and grand 
‘improvements’ to the natural 
landscape.  There is evidence 
though that the grounds of the 
house were once quite ornate, the  
 

 Figure 63:  Traquair House 
 
high point probably coinciding with that of the Stuart dynasty in the seventeenth 
century.  Thus the plantings coincide with the style and species of the day.  The main 
avenue leading to the house contains limes and sycamore, and several oaks and horse 
chestnuts can be seen. 
 
It is along the yew walks by the river that a group of four ancient trees is to be found, 
these trees may well predate the many lines of yews that have since been planted in 
the vicinity (figures 64-65).  Being so surrounded by yews I was not sure I wouldn’t 
miss them.  A little further however, and we passed by a sign indicating the 
significance of a wall of foliage infront of us.  It read “The Traquair Yew”.  Walking 
through this inconspicuous foliage we entered a small cavern formed by a mass of 
branches and foliage.  Tracing the branches down, our eyes fell upon four huge and 
remarkable trunks that seemed to mark the corners of a square (figure 66).  Rodger et 
al (2006) describe the Traquair yews as being “of outlandish shape and form” 
appearing like “four old men bent over in discussion”.  Not inaccurate. 
 
The task of choosing the tree from which I would take material was a difficult one, as 
it always is when dealing with groups of trees.  It has to be easy for somebody else to 
work out from field notes which plant it was should there ever be a need to return to 
the same plant.  In the end, my choice was influenced by the ease of explaining which 
of the four trees I had sampled from, and the amount of easily accessible epicormic 
growth.   
 
‘The tree closest to the river’ read the field notes.  It had a huge bole, and was multi-
stemmed from the base.  Many of the large branches were, like its neighbours, 
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sprawling off in all directions, crisscrossing and meandering through the air, which 
helped with the short but necessary climb to reach the best epicormic growth for 
cuttings.  With the cuttings in the bag, we rejoined the path along the river that took 
us in a large loop back to the house.  Where the path emerged, we discovered one of 
Traquair’s more recent developments, a large maze planted out of beech and Leyland 
cypress.  We entered, convinced we had the time to spare.   Some time later, I called 
Dryburgh Abbey, our next destination, to inform them we would be late as we were 
lost in the maze at Traquair. 

   Figure 64:  Quair Water which passes the yews.        Figure 65:  One of the many walks of yews. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 66:  The four yews at Traquair. 
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Through all the violence that befell Dryburgh like many other Abbeys, the yew we 
had come to see has continued to prosper.  The Abbey, which is near the Borders 
town of Melrose, was founded by Hugh de Moreville in 1150, and it is thought that 
the old yew tree here may have been planted around this time, possibly by monks, 
when the planting of yew trees at places of Christian worship was commonplace.  It is 
not particularly big, with a d.b.h. of a little under 4m, several major limbs have been 
removed fairly recently, and as a result there is a great swarm of epicormic growth in 
the vicinity of the remains of these branches, annoyingly just out of reach.   
 
The tree is a female, the ground beneath it is taken care of by the abbey staff, and is 
kept weed free and mulched with bark chippings.  On the day of our visit, many of the 
red arils could be seen all around the tree, and a young seedling, perhaps only one 
year old, was near the base of the trunk.  Many other trees grace the grounds of 
Dryburgh Abbey (figures 68-69).  There is a fantastic collection of cedars, with some 
truly magnificent specimens of Cedrus atlantica, C.libani and C.deodara.  Irish yews, 
many broadleaves including young plants of Castanea and Davidia and a Tibetan 
Cherry, Prunus serrula, can be seen.  The leaves were just beginning to turn on our 
visit, and we were afforded some truly wonderful views of the grounds and ruins.  
 
Dryburgh Abbey does not only house famous trees, but some personalities too.  
Buried within the ruins is one of Scotland’s most famous literary figures, Sir Walter 
Scott.  An interpretation plaque lies in front of his tomb.  The funeral cortège was 
supposedly one of the largest ever seen at Dryburgh.  Adjacent to Scot’s tomb is the 
unassuming grave of another household name, Earl Haig, of poppy fame.   
 

Figure 67:  The yew at Dryburgh. 
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Figures 68-69:  Idyllic scenes in the grounds of Dryburgh Abbey. 
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Loch Ness 
 
High above Loch Ness, in a hollow on a steep, wooded hillside is a yew ‘tree’.  I use 
inverted commas as this plant occupies a huge area.  The main trunk is distinguishable 
among a grove of over twenty stems (figure 75) that have sprung up as root suckers, 
something not generally known to occur in Taxus baccata.  The site of this tree is so 
isolated, so beautiful and peaceful, and with a certain hint of magic, that one might 
believe it is a regular haunt of the Loch Ness Monster – at least those believers who 
point out that Nessie is actually amphibious and not confined to the Loch. 
 
The story of how I came to be at this tree is one of the more intriguing tales of this 
odyssey.  Since reading about it, of its location and extraordinary growth form, I had 
wanted to visit this tree.  My first attempt at doing so had been a month earlier, 
however this first attempt suffered a small complication.  We had been able to drive to 
Knockie Lodge, and having received no reply to my letter requesting permission to 
visit the tree, I enquired at a lodge house.  The gentleman who opened the door, it 
turns out, had received my letter the day before, having only just arrived in Scotland 
from America where he and his wife now live.  In his sitting room, I was informed 
that the “strenuous 4.8 kilometre walk across moorland” mentioned in the book failed 
to go into necessary detail. 
 
No mention is made, for example, of the rather odd route one had to take in order to 
avoid swimming across Loch Nan Lan, the minor point of a forest track that came to 
an abrupt halt and was replaced by an over-enthusiastic bog, the heather moorland full 
of surreptitious burns and water-filled holes, the deer fence that had to be scaled, the 
extremely steep slope that had to be descended, and then the return journey…!  There 
was also the small point that it was only a matter of luck if one found the tree without 
knowing exactly where it was, as it was hidden from view in a hollow on the hillside.   
Our host, fortunately, had made this journey annually for the last thirty years, and was 
able to draw a map indicating important features and routes, and a few hazards to 
watch out for.  I didn’t require too much persuading – a little, but not too much – that 
it would be better to come back another time, as we weren’t sure there would be 
enough time to get to the tree and back before dark. 
 
It was a month later, on a wet October morning that we set off early for attempt two.  
We arrived in Fort Augustus at the south end of Loch Ness in good time, and had an 
early lunch.  The drive to Knockie, on the south shore of the loch a few miles north 
east of Fort Augustus, didn’t take long.  We parked at the entrance to the forest track 
and got ready, boots, waterproofs, lots of layers, camera, and so forth.  The first part 
of the walk, around Loch Nan Lan took us through some beautiful birch woodland, 
the leaves had all turned and everything was a brilliant shade of yellow (figure 76).  
At the second gate we climbed the fence and followed a track up a steep hillside 
through more birch, on the edge of a forestry plantation.  Soon we were at the top of 
the track, we put the rucksacks down and took a quick walk the last little way to the 
top of the hill we were on.  The views were amazing. 
 
Even more amazing was that it was not raining, however we saw dark clouds 
approaching from the west, so ran back down the hill and headed off, following – in 
total faith – the map (figure 70). 
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A bog (and what a bog) later, we climbed the deer fence and started progressing into 
beautiful birch forest, our quarry identified as being somewhere in the birch wood on 
the map.  It started raining.  On we walked, through some stunning woods.  Soon, we 
came out of the woods, and the whole day had changed.  There was very thick mist 
now, the blue grey cloud very atmospheric, and the silhouette of birch trees against 
the skies looking like paintings (figures 71-73).   
 
Granite scree beneath our feet told me we had come to far, and we doubled back on 
ourselves heading downhill.  Another deer fence was climbed, and we carried on.  
The vegetation, which had been dominated by ericaceous species including Calluna 
and Vaccnnium began to change, there were fewer ericaceous species, and grasses 
were beginning to become dominant.  Soon, primroses began to appear regularly and 
the heather had been left far behind.  There was lime in the soil, and yews liked lime.  
Excitedly we kept our eyes peeled. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 70:  Across the moors. 
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Figures 71-73:  Into the birch woods. 
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Eventually, a dark green mass some distance downhill through the trees began to 
come into view (figure 74).  It was not possible to tell what it was.  We had already 
mistaken gorse as yew from a distance.  We kept heading towards it until we were 
close enough to get a good view.  There was our tree. 
 
The ‘Great Fraser Yew’ as it is known is of unknown age.  One local theory is that a 
member of the de Fraise family who came from France with William the Conqueror – 
from whom the clan Fraser are supposedly descended, hence the strawberry in their 
clan crest – was responsible for planting yew seed here.  There is no way to prove this 
of course, and it is unlikely the truth about this tree will ever be known. 
 
Nevertheless, the yew has grown well in the lands of the clan Fraser for many 
hundreds of years, and is said to have been the gathering point for the clan in times of 
trouble.  Interestingly enough, the highland clans were traditionally gathered at the 
command of their chief by a rider being sent out with a ‘fiery cross’.  These crosses 
were traditionally made from yew wood. 
 
These days, the tree still attracts Frasers from all over the world.  The previous owner 
of the estate had established a tradition of leaving refreshments and messages for 
those pilgrims to the tree who were successful – and lucky – enough to find it.  In a 
sealed container are many notes from Frasers from Australia and New Zealand, the 
U.S.A. and Canada, South Africa, and even a few locals, all containing words of 
praise for the tree.  Also in a box in the hollow trunk are several small bottles of 
whisky, for the pilgrims to take a dram and congratulate themselves and toast the trees 
continued health. 
 
 

 
Figure 74:  Our first glimpse of the yew. 
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Figure 75:  Success! 

 

Figure 76:  The yellow birch woods around Loch Nan Lan. 
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Edinburgh 
 
One Monday afternoon I had time on my hands, and so picking up the usual 
equipment, I hopped on a bus and went off for another round of yew hunting, this 
time closer to home.  In Malleny Garden, in Balerno on the outskirts of Edinburgh, a 
group of four trimmed, closely planted yews stand sentinel.  They are known as the 
four disciples.   
 
The yews are the first things the visitor to Malleny will see upon entering.  Four, 
closely planted clipped yews stand in the centre of the upper part of the garden.  They 
are known as the four disciples as they are apparently the sole survivors of an original 
planting of twelve yews – the twelve disciples – thought to date from the time of the 
building of the house in 1635.  In 1961 however, it is thought that eight of the twelve 
yews were felled.  Only the group of four in the centre of the lawn were left.  They 
make a very attractive feature.  On closer inspection, it is clear to see all are slightly 
different, being of different size and sex.  I had been in contact with Malleny’s head 
gardener, Philip Deacon, to say I’d be visiting at some point.  I found him in the 
glasshouses, taking care of some pelargoniums. 
 
We had a chat about the garden, its history, and the yews.  They are clipped every 
second year, and this year they were supposed to have been done towards the end of 
the summer, thus I had not been expecting to find much in the way of good cutting 
material.  By happy coincidence however, as we already know, it had been an 
exceptionally wet summer and autumn in Scotland this year, and so no attempt had 
thus far been launched to trim the trees, a task which I am told normally takes a week 
to complete.  He very kindly fetched me a ladder and I went to work. 
 

 
Figure 77:  The Four Disciples at Malleny. 
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In Colinton, another of Edinburgh’s suburbs, is an old yew tree that has known 
intimacy with another of Scotland’s famous children:  Robert Louis Stevenson.  The 
tree is the garden of the manse in Colinton Dell, just above the water of Leith.  It is a 
female, about 20m high, with a d.b.h of over 1m.  Very unfortunately a modern 
building comes to within less than 2m of the big trunk, and as such the tree is very 
much a one sided specimen. 
 
I do not know if this building is entirely new, or if it is a redevelopment of an existing 
structure.  There is not convincing evidence of violent activity to remove large limbs 
to make way for a building, possibly suggesting that the tree has always neighboured 
some kind of structure.  Certainly the old graveyard which is on a level at least one 
storey above the tree on the other side of the building has been there for some time, 
suggesting that at least a considerable retaining wall has been present for some time 
before the relatively modern looking structure that now exists. 
 
Either way, the yew seems happy, and as we have seen from the example at Loudon 
in Ayrshire, yew seems to be able to survive having half its crown and roots removed 
in order to accommodate buildings.  The association of this tree with Stevenson has 
its origins in the famous poet’s boyhood.  His uncle apparently lived in the manse at 
one time, and while Stevenson was living there, he played in the yew tree.  The 
remains of cast iron fixings for a swing are still visible on one of the lower branches.  
Could these be the fittings from which Stevenson hung his swing?  Very possibly, 
they are clearly old, and the yew’s branches are beginning to bulge around them. 
 
 
 
 
This happy association is 
commemorated in a poem: 
 

Below the yew – it is still there 
–   
Our phantom voices haunt the air 
And we were still at play, 
And I can hear them call and say, 
‘How far is it to Babylon?’ 
 
Robert Louis Stevenson, 1887 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

       Figure 78: The yew in Colinton Manse garden. 
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Figure 79:  The trunk of Robert Louis Stevenson’s Yew. 
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Figure 80:  The cuttings from the yews in propagation in the nursery at RBGE. 

 

 

Figure 81:  Detail of the cuttings – note the label, the information it contains is essential. 
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Epilogue 

 
This journey around some of Scotland’s most charismatic yew trees has been a joy to 
undertake, and I count myself very lucky to have been able to do this work.  I have 
met some very interesting people, and equally interesting trees, trees that have known 
Kings and poets, murderers and Romans, Monks and Druids.  If they could talk! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 


