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	DESCRIPTION OF TREE AND ENVIRONMENT

Taxus brevifolia is native only to northwestern North America.  It is commonly referred to as the Pacific Yew, Western Yew or Montana Yew.  Varietals exist within its growing region.  Very few trees match the longevity of the Yew with some specimens aged at 500 to 1000 years old.  It is slow growing, but long lived. 

The Montana Yew is a varietal indigenous to northwestern Montana and northern Idaho.

Its typical growth habit is a bushy, shrub-type tree generally reaching 10-15 feet in height with an almost equal spread.  It grows best on northerly slopes at elevations of 3000-7000 feet, preferring a canopy of mature timber.



The leaves consist of linear, flat, slightly sickle-shaped needles forming two comb-like ranks along the stem.  Leaves have a distinct, short petiole at the base.   The undersides are marked with two yellowish to grayish-green lengthwise stripes. 

Species of this genus differ from other gymnosperms in having a single, dark bluish seed surrounded by a red, fleshy, cup-shaped covering.  The seed with the covering is about the size of a pea (approximately 1/3” diameter).  The bark is thin (about 1/8”) and redish-brown in color. 
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Typical Yew bough before harvesting
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Correct amount of Yew Tip to harvest


ENVIRONMENTAL CONCERNS FOR THE SPECIES AND RESOURCE MANAGEMENT

Taxus brevifolia is not currently an endangered or threatened species.  

Before its pharmaceutical value was discovered, the Yew was routinely slashed and burned during logging operations.   However, with prolonged manufacture of the chemotheraputic drug, Taxol, survival of the species was threatened by long-term harvesting.  (Bark harvesting totally destroys the tree.) The only natural source of Taxol approved by the FDA was the bark of Taxus brevifolia for initial supplies. Subsequently, the manufacturer of Taxol developed the semi-synthetic Paclitaxel, eliminating the need for great amounts of Taxus brevifolia bark.  Paclitaxel is manufactured from the bough tips of nursery grown cultivars of European yews and is approved by FDA. 
The largest concentrations of wild Yew left on earth grow in the Pacific Northwest of the United States, often reaching a density of 7000-8000 stems per hectare for the shrub-types found in northwest Montana.  Bio-mass studies were initiated in August 1996, by Bighorn Botanicals, Inc. and the U.S. Forest Service to determine sustainable harvesting protocols for harvesting bough tips.   Bio-mass study author and supervisor is Dr. Nan Vance, Ph.D., plant physiologist, Pacific Northwest Research Station, Corvallis, Oregon. 

Under Dr. Vance’s guidance, sustainable management of our YewTip harvest is on four year rotations, barring excessive browse damage by ungulates, frost damage, mite damage, or fire.  A few Yew ‘patches’ we harvest have been through two rotations now and are responding well to our pruning program.  Our gratitude and appreciation go to Dr. Vance for establishing guidelines for sustainable management and monitoring procedures. We are currently collaborating with a local nursery and providing wild Yew cuttings for propagation and cultivation.  

