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If you have any news or success
stories about species seen in
your garden or elsewhere, we’d
love to hear from you! If you
would like more information
about the Records Centre or
other wildlife groups and
organisations in Kent, feel free
to contact us:

KMBRC

Tyland Barn

Sandling

Maidstone

ME14 3BD

Telephone: 01622 685646 or

                   01622 685780

(Editor R. Childs)

What  am I?

In the last issue, the ‘What am I?’ was a fledging Song Thrush.
We received a few correct responses but the first one was from
Mr T. Fonseca, so many thanks to everyone who sent in a reply.
   The Song Thrush Turdus philomelos is one of our well-known
garden bird species, but has suffered a serious decline in
population over the last few years - especially in farmland
(RSPB).  They feed on worms, snails and fruit and can be seen
regularly in gardens.  They can be confused with the larger
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·  If you are interested in becoming a volunteer
or require more recording forms please call
Ruth on 01622 685780 or email
ruth.childs@kmbrc.org.uk

·  If you would like to send in photographs for
identification or have general queries, please
email info@kmbrc.org.uk

·  If you know of any local publications which
may be interested in including an article from
us please contact Ruth at the above number
or email ruth.childs@kmbrc.org.uk

·  Additional information and detail can be found
on our website: www.kmbrc.org.uk

·  We are also available to give talks or
presentations to interested local groups about
the Records Centre and/or Kent’s wildlife.

·  We offer training in recording and the use of
Recorder Software and GPS.
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We are looking forward to
receiving your suggestions for
the above photo (see ‘contact us’
below for details).  All
suggestions are very much
appreciated. All species in ‘What
am I?’ can be found in Kent.

 mistle thrush.
The song thrush is a
fairly short-lived bird
(3-4 years) and only
20% of fledglings like
this one make it to
breed the next spring.
It is now red-listed as
a bird of serious
conservation
concern.

The mention of yew trees will no doubt conjure up visions of churchyards, and
bows and arrows. Some see them as a symbol of death; others may recall
using cuttings from the yew on Palm Sunday to replicate the palm. To farmers
the yew poses a threat to grazing livestock, for virtually every part of the yew
is poisonous.   Indeed, many examples of our most ancient and veteran yews

(500 years plus) can be found in our churchyards.  Kent has some fine specimens as old as 2000
years in places such as Ulcombe, Thurnham, Boxley, Eastling and Molash, to name but a few.
Church yews of this age pre-date the church to which the churchyard is attached and so, it could

Such occurrences have led to the well supported belief that
these yews were planted to identify sites that were already
acknowledged as being of special sacred significance, long
before Christianity arrived on our shores. To attempt a detailed
explanation of this sacred/religious association with the yew is
beyond the scope of this article. However, it is accepted that
our ancestors saw the yew as a symbol of change, of
resurrection and of immortality. If left to grow as nature
intended, the yew is capable of reaching a great age. The yew
at Fortingall in Perthshire (Scotland) is estimated to be
anything between 3000 and 5000 years old, making the yew
(Taxus baccata) the oldest living thing in Britain and Europe.
Indeed, they are Ancient Monuments in their own right and aUlcombe Churchyard Yew            © L. Manning

significant part of our heritage. In the absence of planting information the age of a yew has been
estimated on a girth-to-age basis – the larger the girth the older the yew. It is, though,
acknowledged that age is difficult to estimate with any accuracy. Tim Hills, a founding member of
the new Ancient Yew Group and an acknowledged authority on churchyard yews, believes that it
is reasonable to assume an age of 500 to 600 years for many trees that are five metres in girth,
and 700 to 1000 years for six-metre trees.
   With this in mind let us move away from the
churchyard yew and consider the yews that exist
elsewhere like, for example, those in private hands,
in parkland and woodland. Also those to be found
near sacred springs, ancient burial sites, and in
particular, here in Kent where many hundreds of
yews occupy the route along the North Downs Way.
(It is estimated that since the end of the Second
World War, the number of ancient yews in Britain
thought to be of around a thousand years old and
more have been halved and by the 1990’s
numbered less than a thousand). It is accepted that
a yew tree growing in a churchyard can benefit
greatly from its environment.   It is capable of Yews on Sandstone , Tunbridge Wells                       © R. Childs
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be said, were adopted by the churchyard rather than grown in
it.



reception) to build up an accurate distribution of Kent’s trees.  Of particular interest to us are
veteran trees, as our data set for Kent is a poor reflection of the huge population of veteran trees
that this county supports.  Veteran trees are defined by DEFRA as:
‘Those of interest biologically, culturally or aesthetically because of their age, size or condition.’
We are happy to loan GPS and provide you with ancient tree recording forms to help champion
tree recording in Kent; information about current projects can also be viewed on our website.
     Ancient woodlands are determined by a combination of factors, not simply being home to old
trees.  A woodland can generally be termed ancient if the area of land has been continuously
wooded since AD 1600.  Because of their age, ancient woodlands create a range of habitats which
include deep, cracked and fissured bark, rot holes and dead or decaying wood which can support
a huge biodiversity.  Each individual veteran tree provides microhabitats which sustain plants and
animals; many of these species are extremely specialist. For example Dorcatoma ambjoerni is a
beetle which can only be found in hollow Beech trees within the fruiting body of one species of
bracket fungus.  This really illustrates the complex relationships that can exist between species in
ancient woodland as well as other habitats.  The deeper you delve into ancient woodlands and the
species they support, the more the fragility of these habitats becomes apparent and the more
surprises you’ll discover.
     Kent is one of the most  wooded counties in the country (see map on page 3), but it is also a
county under huge pressure of development.  This makes recording trees and their associated
species even more important simply because species can’t be protected if we don’t know where
they are.  Ancient woodlands such as those which form the Blean complex support many
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Trees both young and old form part of our natural, living
heritage, yet are often overlooked when people are out
recording, as they are an accepted part of the
landscape.  However, as Cliff alluded to in his article,
many ancient or veteran trees - not just Yews are under
threat, be it through development, neglect or health
and safety concerns.  Trees are easy to record
because they don’t move and many can be identified
during any season, so there are no time constraints
when recording trees!  By being static we are able to
get accurate grid references for trees, especially if we
use a GPS - Global Positioning System (this is better
done during the winter as the canopy can block satellite

Ancient Trees and Woodlands in Kent

reaching a girth size much quicker than a yew which is growing in 18 inches of soil above solid
chalk, and competing with many other yews as well as other tree species. Whilst not suggesting
the yews along the North Downs Way are as ancient as some in our churchyards, I would point out
that one in particular is estimated by English Nature to be around 800 years old. This particular yew
has a girth of 17 feet. Other yews in this area of climax woodland are measuring between 10ft and
13ft.   Current research being undertaken by members of the Ancient Yew Group in Northern
Britain, suggests yews growing in the wild of considerably less girth than those mentioned above
are contenders for ancient yew status. I believe there is every likelihood that in amongst the many
yews that inhabit the North Downs, there are yews that qualify for veteran/ancient recognition.

Field Maple Acer campestris                    © L. Manning

The KMBRC has  organised a field trip to
France for some of the county’s most well-
known recorders. The weekend of
recording will take place in the Nord-Pas-
de-Calais region of France in June, Kent’s
recorders will be meeting and sharing ideas
with recorders in France and will have the
opportunity to experience different
landscapes and species.  The trip has been
incredibly well subscribed so we’ll report
back with our results.

Events

This year the Kent Field Club Conference  has been planned for
Saturday 14th October 2006, this years theme is woodlands and
trees , so if you’re interested in trees do come along for some
fascinating talks and a real insight into Kent’s trees and woods.

Kent Goes Wild  this year will be held at Shorne Wood Country
Park  near Gravesend, which is home to a good variety of habitats.
It will be held over the weekend of the 5th & 6th August 2006 .  The
venue has free entry, and there will be plenty to do for all ages and
abilities so put the date in your diary.  The next Newsletter will hold
more information about this event.

threatened species, for example the Pearl-
bordered fritillary Boloria euphrosyne.
Woodlands can also tell us a lot about our local
environment; species such as lichen for
instance are indicators for changes in abiotic
factors such as air pollution.   In fact, many of
the lower plants: mosses, lichens, ferns and
liverworts are able to thrive in ancient
woodlands because of the range of habitats
provided by trees of different ages and species
as well as the lack of disturbance they provide.

     Ancient Woodlands are also identified through
the presence of indicator species.  With the more
indicator species you find, the greater the likelihood
of the wood being ancient.  Vascular plants are
usually used as indicator species as they are much
easier to record than animals.  Ancient Woodland
indicator species grow on the thick springy layer of
soil created by centuries of leaf-fall.  Many flower
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early on in the year before the leaves of the trees block out the light, making early spring an ideal
time for recording.  The indicator species we use change with geographic location, so must be used
with caution.  Some indicator species for Kent include; wood-sorrel Oxalis acetosella and wild garlic
Allium ursinum .  Kent has huge populations of bluebells, so going by this species alone would not
be a good way of determining ancient woodland.   In some cases epiphytic lichens (those which
grow in trees) can be used as indices as well, but only in cases where pollution levels are low.
Coppiced woodlands are particularly good for these ground-cover species as they let more
light filter down to the ground level allowing for stunning carpets of wild flowers at this time of the

Wood anemone Anemone nemorosa
© L. Manning

year.  This thick leaf litter  is home to huge
numbers of invertebrates.
  If you’re interested in doing more for trees in
Kent an easy way to begin is by recording
them, a description, sketch or photo and
measurements will be useful.   You can also
become a tree warden for your local area
through BTCV.  We can provide you with
more information or alternatively go to:
www.btcv.org/users/btcvkent/Treewardens.html
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     Here in Kent we are especially blessed with an abundance of these mysterious trees. May I
therefore on behalf of the Ancient Yew Group appeal to readers who have or know of significant
yews to contact us via the Kent & Medway Biological Records Centre (www.KMBRC.org.uk) with
details of the yew’s location and accessibility. On the group’s website (www.ancient-yew.org), can
be found details of 837 yews of ancient, veteran or significant status along with 170 documented
‘lost yews’ and a whole variety of information on the subject of these enigmatic trees.


