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 Japanese Yew 

Taxus cuspidata 

(tax-us cuss-pid-ah-tah) 

 

What about it? 

The yew is a narrowleaf evergreen shrub that grows to a height of 8 feet. It is the 

most widely grown narrowleaf evergreen grown in the northeast United States. 

Typically, a yew will grow out rather than up. The needles are about an inch long 

and flat, like a fir. However, the leaves come out of the branches in a spiral ar-

rangement and they have 2 yellowish-green bands on their underside. The fruit of 

the yew is a small red berry. Both the fruit and the leaves of the yew are poison-

ous. 

 

What is it used for? 

Yews are handsome plants. They are tolerant of heavy pruning and thus make 

popular landscape plants. They can be cut and trimmed into almost any size and 

shape. In addition, they are several different varieties that have been bred to grow 

in certain shapes and sizes. Since they are quite dense they make excellent hedges 

and border plants. Because the plant is poisonous, you should avoid planting yews 

where livestock or little children will be tempted by the fruits or the foliage. 

 

Where does it grow? How do we grow it? 

Yews are not too particular about their sites. They will do well in either the sun or 

the shade. They like moist but well-drained soil. They do not tolerate wet soils, 

however. They should be planted 8 feet apart, 3 feet for hedges. 

 

What are its primary problems? 

The blackvine weevil and the mealybug find the yew quite tasty. 'Wet feet,' as 

mentioned above, is also a problem. Yews also are susceptible to injury and foliar 

burn from late spring frosts.  Deer find them very tasty! 

 

 

 
 



Common Shrub Questions: 

What is the proper shape to prune shrubs and hedges? 

Hedges/shrubs are often shaped with flat tops and vertical sides. This unnatural shaping is seldom successful. The 

best shape, as far as the plant is concerned, is a natural form—rounded or slightly pointed top with sides slanting 

to a wide base.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When is the proper time of pruning for flowering trees and shrubs? Part of the answer depends on whether 

the time of flowering is in the early spring or later in the season. As a general rule of thumb, prune flowering 

trees and shrubs immediately after flowering  

 

Early spring bloomers formed their buds in early fall the season before on old wood. Pruning these plants before 

flowering in spring will result in cutting off the buds and decreased bloom.  

 

Trees and shrubs that flower after the end of June develop their buds on the new wood of the season and should 

be pruned in late winter to early spring (late March-early April). During this time the trees are dormant and it is 

easier to see before new growth starts. 

 

 

Don't mound mulch up against the trunks of trees and shrubs (1). Those volcano-shaped piles may look good to 

some, but they can kill your trees.  

 

Instead, spread the mulch about 3 to 4 inches deep in a circle at least 3 feet in diameter around young trees and 

shrubs. Then brush away mulch at the center of the circle so that it is several inches from the base of the tree.  A 

slight depression in the center is OK (2). Think lunar crater—not Mt. Vesuvius.  

 

Even if you keep it away from the trunk, spreading mulch deeper than 4 inches can create shallow, vulnerable 

root systems. (2) As your trees grow, extend the mulch to their dripline (the edge of the canopy). 

 

Trees benefit more from this kind of extensive mulching (3). You're not doing them any favors by piling it higher 

and deeper. 
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This publication may contain pesticide recommendations. Changes in pesticide regulations occur constantly, some materials mentioned 

may no longer be available, and some uses may no longer be legal. All pesticides distributed, sold, and/or applied in New York State 

must be registered with the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC). Questions concerning the legality and/

or registration status for pesticide use in New York State should be directed to the appropriate Cornell Cooperative Extension Special-

ist or your regional DEC office. READ THE LABEL BEFORE APPLYING ANY PESTICIDE.  

 

DISCLAIMER:  Please note that neither Cornell Cooperative Extension of Oneida County nor any representative thereof makes any 

representation of any warranty, express or implied, of any particular result or application of the information provided by us or regard-

ing any product. If a product is involved, it is the sole responsibility of the User to read and follow all product labeling instructions and 

to check with the manufacturer or supplier for the most recent information. Nothing contained in this information should be interpreted 

as an express or implied endorsement of any particular product or criticism of unnamed products. With respect to any information on 

pest management, the User is responsible for obtaining the most up-to-date pest management information. The information we provide 

is no substitute for pesticide labeling. The User is solely responsible for reading and following the manufacturer’s labeling and instruc-

tions. (October 2009) 
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