Pacific yew
By Frank A. Lang

The western or Pacific yew, Taxus brevifolia, belongs to the yew family Taxaceae. It is unusual
among evergreen trees with needle-like leaves because its single seed is partially enclosed by a
fleshy pink structure called an aril. Most Oregon evergreens have seeds borne in brown woody
cones (pines) or small gray berry-like cones (junipers). Yew foliage resembles that of the coastal
redwood, but its diminutive size and thin distinctive reddish purple color with long paper scales set it
apart.

Pacific yew grows as a small understory tree or shrub in coastal and mountainous forests from the
Alaskan Panhandle to the San Francisco Bay area and in the Cascades, Sierra Nevada, and
northern Rocky Mountains to elevations as high as 5,000 feet. Yews are shade tolerant but cannot
tolerate fire. They frequently are found under old-growth canopies, in canyon bottoms, or along
streams.

Pacific yew is prized for its fine-textured, hard, heavy, elastic, remarkable heartwood for a number
of uses. The wood is an attractive red, easily worked, and resistant to decay. Native people
traditionally used the wood to craft a number of implements, including bows, canoe paddles, clubs,
spear and harpoon shafts, wedges, spoons, and arrowheads. Various concoctions of twig and bark
were used to treat physical ailments, from respiratory and intestinal problems to cancer.

Pacific yew is valued today for many of the same reasons. Larger logs have been made into fence
posts and railroad ties, and Asian and Japanese buyers have paid as much as $7,000 for prime
logs, which are primarily used for carvings. Such logs are rare because of the shrubby growth habit
of the species and the loss of old-growth forests.

In 1969, scientists discovered that yew bark and leaves contain a chemical compound, paclitaxel,
that can be used to treat ovarian and breast cancers by hindering mitosis in the tumors. Bristol
Meyers Squibb trademarked the more familiar name of the compound, Taxol, which they sell at
great profit—a billion dollars, by one estimate—making it a most valuable natural product.

Until pacitaxell was synthesized and other sources found (English yew, Taxus baccata, is a close
relative that grows in Europe), Pacific yew was harvested in great quantities primarily from federal
land, and many trees were killed in the process of stripping the bark before the Forest Service and
Bureau of Land Management implemented a permit and inspection system to control the short-lived
"yew-bark boom."

In spite of reports to the contrary, Pacific yew is not poisonous, although its relative, the English
yew—known since antiquity as the "tree of death"—is.
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