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THE NATIVE BLACK POPLAR IN WARWICKSHIRE 
 

 
Introduction 

 
The true Black Poplar of Britain, also known as the Native Black Poplar, Wild 
Black Poplar, Downy Black Poplar or Water Poplar, is a native broadleaved 
tree of some conservation concern in Britain as it is relatively scarce and 
probably declining in its traditional waterside and floodplain habitats. It also 
displays very little of the sexual reproduction that helps trees to sustain 
genetic diversity and associated resistance to disease and other pressures. It 
has been described as the rarest native timber tree in Britain and large 
specimens can be magnificent with a distinctive silhouette, foliage and trunk 
texture. With practice they can often be spotted from considerable distance 
and distinguished from the various varieties of Hybrid Black Poplars, which 
are often misidentified as the native form. They also grow in some extremely 
isolated and beautiful parts of Warwickshire.  
 
Nearly 550 specimens have now been identified within the modern 
Warwickshire, Solihull and Coventry administrative areas. This publication will 
help you to understand more about them in the hope that they can be 
conserved and studied further. 
 

 
 
A solitary Native Black Poplar growing close to the M42 near Bickenhill. They are often 
easiest to spot in winter when the down-arched side-branches and tight clumps of up-curved 
twigs are most obvious. 
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What is the Native Black Poplar? 
 

The true Native Black Poplar in Britain is Populus nigra subspecies betulifolia. 
This subspecies (race) appears to be indigenous to Britain and nearby parts 
of France. Other forms of Populus nigra occur in central, southern and eastern 
Europe and extend across Asia, but are not always well-defined from one-
another. The subspecies betulifolia is characterised by downy fresh shoots, 
leaves and stalks, though transitional populations that are intermediate 
between subspecies betulifolia and subspecies nigra (the Eastern European 
race) apparently occur in parts of Europe. Subspecies betulifolia tends to be a 
very rugged tree with a leaning trunk, distinct trunk bosses and deeply 
fissured bark. The leaves tend to have their tips rather drawn out like a Silver 
Birch – hence the subspecies name betulifolia (birch-leaved). Black Poplars in 
other parts of Europe (subspecies nigra and caudina), tend to have the new 
shoots, leaves and stalks hairless, and vary somewhat from betulifolia in the 
character of the bark and foliage.  
 
 

Black Poplar ecology and cultural history 
 

Truly natural populations of Black Poplar appear to be associated with 
floodplains and other waterside locations prone to winter flooding. It is unclear 
how extensive their range was in the prehistoric ‘wildwood’ that covered 
Britain after the last ice age, before the forests were modified by humans, but 
it is likely that they grew extensively along major river catchments such as the 
Thames, Severn, and those of East Anglia. However, it is also clear that they 
have been extensively planted far beyond their natural range in recent 
centuries, and often in habitats where nature would not have placed them 
such as hedges, historic parks, and more recently, municipal parks, roadsides 
and property screens. 
 
Black Poplar was traditionally used as a source of timber for various items 
including the main supports for cruck-framed buildings, roofing, floor-boards 
and various agricultural products. The wood is especially heat-, shock- and 
fire-resistant. The presence of pollards in some areas suggests it may also 
have been a useful source of poles for fencing and scaffolding, or animal 
fodder. By the eighteenth century, Black Poplars were being incorporated into 
designed landscapes – some of the oldest poplars at Coombe Countryside 
Park (a Capability Brown-influenced landscape) may well date from this 
period. Their often distinctive shape meant they were also useful for marking 
parish boundaries, and it would interesting to check how many Warwickshire 
trees fall on parish boundaries (which are often demarked by the streams 
Black Poplars like to grow beside). More recently, their pollution tolerance has 
made them popular in urban planting schemes, and a male clone called the 
‘Manchester Poplar’ is one of the most conspicuous large trees in the 
Manchester and Cheshire area. This may well be the clone found in municipal 
parks, property screens and urban roadsides in places like Coventry and 
Leamington Spa. 
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Individual Black Poplar trees are either male or female (i.e. dioecious). The 
caterpillar-like male catkins are purple and produced in spring before the 
foliage unfolds. They are dropped soon after they release their windblown 
pollen. The female catkins look like strings of green beads. They persist long 
after male catkins have been dropped and eventually produce a mass of 
cottony seeds. This betrays the close taxonomic affinity of poplars with 
willows, and is also the reason why Americans call their poplars 
‘cottonwoods’. However, it is because of the prodigious production of fluffy 
seeds by females that males have traditionally been more popular in planting 
schemes. 
 

 
 
Purple male catkins (left) and green female catkins showing the production of fluffy seeds 
(right) 
 
The fresh seeds need to fall upon damp ground soon after dispersion to stand 
any chance of germination. But the drainage and cultivation of floodplains and 
engineering of rivers means that very little suitable germination habitat exists 
in Britain today, and this is exacerbated by the extreme rarity of females in 
most areas. Fortunately, the Black Poplar has one other form of natural 
reproduction which is through the dispersion of detached twigs. If these fall 
into water courses and become embedded in silt or other damp places before 
they dry out, they can root and establish a new tree which is genetically 
identical to the source tree. This is now the most frequent form of natural 
dispersion in most parts of Britain and probably accounts for some local 
populations along water courses such as the Ouse Brook near Lower Binton, 
and possibly some of the trees within the Tame Valley near Whitacre Heath 
and the Blythe Valley in Solihull District. 
 
It is not proven that the Native Black Poplar is native to Warwickshire, though 
those populations along the Avon, Blythe and Tame appear to be especially 
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old. Whether these are descendents of ancient floodplain populations or 
simply descendents of introduced trees now long lost is unclear. DNA testing 
could establish the genetic relationship of such trees, both to each other and 
to other Warwickshire and non-Warwickshire populations and shed more light 
on their origins. But what is clear is that the vast majority of Warwickshire’s 
trees are deliberately planted, in locations where seed germination or twig-
rooting would be impossible. This means that the distribution of Black Poplar 
in Warwickshire is largely cultural, and exhibits interesting patterns that relate 
to historic planting fashions and historic usage, especially when distributions 
is examined against age class, growth form, and the precise habitats they are 
growing in. 
 
The Native Black Poplar appears to be a moderately long-lived tree, in as 
much as a lucky tree can seemingly reach an age of 200-300 years, which is 
similar to trees like White Willow, Crack Willow, Beech and Horse Chestnut. 
But the rootstocks of certain trees appear to be much older than this. When a 
large tree growing in a damp location falls over, the rootstock can often 
survive the catastrophe, sending up fresh growth to form a new tree. 
Sometimes the fallen trunk can establish new aerial growth from a skyward-
facing former side-branch, and form a new rooting point to support such aerial 
growth. It is unclear how many times a rootstock can regenerate in this way, 
but this pattern of growth suggests that, if native to Warwickshire, some Black 
Poplar rootstocks could be many centuries old and some of our oldest trees. 
 

 
 

A remarkable Black Poplar specimen growing beside the Ouse Brook near Lower Binton. A 
large trunk has collapsed (right of picture) and one of the side branches has re-rooted at the 
bottom left to produce a new trunk (left of the picture).
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Distinguishing features for a Native Black Poplar 
 
The following list and supporting images will help you to distinguish a Native 
Black Poplar from other sorts of poplars. But be aware that no two Black 
Poplars are identical, and some of the features listed below may be less well 
expressed in some specimens than others. 
 

·  In mature standard trees, the trunk usually leans and the overall 
canopy tends to be irregular with discrete clumps of twigs/foliage 

·  The mature trunk typically has very coarse, irregular fissures and well-
formed bosses and burrs (occasionally missing) 

·  The side-branches are usually arched out and down in all directions 
(the lowest ones may reach the ground) and also tend to have deep 
fissures and bosses or burrs 

·  The twigs are usually in dense clumps with tips of most sharply up-
curved and buds/leaves relatively dense and close together 

·  Spiral galls (caused by the aphid Pemphigus spirathecae) are usually 
prolific on the leaf stalks and base of the leaf-blades 

·  The leaves unfold ‘mid season’ i.e. after Balsam Poplars, but well 
before certain varieties of Hybrid Black Poplar (the precise date will 
vary from year to year depending on the weather) and are only briefly 
red-brown before turning green 

·  The leaves are typically rhomboidal (diamond-shaped), longer than 
broad, with their tips rather drawn out, the marginal teeth are rather 
small, and no glands occur on the leaf-stalk at the base of the leaf 
blade 

·  Fresh shoots and leaf stalks are typically downy 
·  The autumn foliage turns a dull olive-yellow, a different colour to many 

of the Hybrid Black Poplars and at a different time (which can make 
Black Poplars especially easy to spot for a fortnight or so each autumn)  

·  In winter sunshine, the pale buds can give the trees a brownish-yellow 
glow when viewed from a distance 
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Native Black Poplar distinguishing features.  Top left: a leaning trunk with deep untidy 
fissures and large bosses; top right: a typical winter silhouette, rugged and irregular with side 
branches strongly arched downwards and dense clumps of up-curved twigs; bottom left: a 
closer view of the strongly up-curved twigs in discrete clumps; bottom right: a typical leaf 
showing the drawn out tip, leaf blade longer than broad and with an angled base and spiral 
gall on the leafstalk. 
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Other local poplars 
 
Lombardy Poplar 
The Lombardy Poplar is also a pure form of Populus nigra. In fact it is actually 
a number of different cultivars all showing a strongly fastigiate (upright) growth 
habit. The typical form encountered in Warwickshire and Britain generally is a 
male clone known as ‘Italica’ that is probably derived from Populus nigra 
subspecies nigra. It has been cultivated for many centuries and introduced to 
various temperate regions of the world (the author has even seen it growing at 
nearly 2500 metres in Nepal). Lombardy Poplars are conspicuous in many 
local parks and property screens. There is also a less common female clone 
known as ‘Foemina’ which has a slightly different silhouette (the canopy tends 
to fan out slightly at the top) that occurs at scattered locations around 
Warwickshire. Other varieties of Lombardy Poplar also exist in Britain but 
have not been recorded with certainty in Warwickshire. Lombardy Poplar 
leaves tend to be more triangular than betulifolia perhaps reflecting the wild 
populations they have been derived from, and the bark lacks bosses and has 
shallower, stringier fissures. However, they share one special feature with the 
Native Black Poplar, which is an ability to support a high density of Pemphigus 
spiral galls on their leaf stalks (only pure Populus nigra seems to do this). It is 
also worth noting that Warwickshire has several semi-fastigiate Black Poplars 
that seem to be hybrids between Lombardy Poplar and the Native Black 
Poplar. You can find examples at Coombe Countryside Park, Avon Carrow 
(Avon Dassett) and Brandon Marsh. DNA analysis could help identify the 
exact parentage of these strange trees. 
 

 
 
Lombardy Poplar. Left: a typical specimen growing in Charlecote Park showing the highly 
fastigiate form; Right: A semi-fastigiate Black Poplar at Avon Carrow that appears to be a 
Lombardy Poplar-Native Black Poplar hybrid. 
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Hybrid Black Poplars 
These are various hybrids between the European Black Poplar and the 
American Cottonwood Populus deltoides. They are collectively known as 
Populus x canadensis (= P. x euramericana in older literature). Such hybrids 
have arisen on various occasions since the 1750s, and are important for the 
timber industry as they represent some of the fastest growing broadleaved 
trees of the temperate world. There are at least half a dozen varieties well 
represented in Warwickshire, mostly male clones but with at least two female 
varieties. They vary in appearance but generally have a neater canopy shape 
(symmetrical in many), side branches usually less strongly down-curved, twigs 
and foliage less dense with twigs rarely up-curved and buds more widely 
spaced, trunk lacking bosses and with neater, longer, often more shallow 
fissures. The leaves are often very triangular (commonly as broad as long) 
and never seem to be infested with spiral galls. There is often a pair of reddish 
glands on the leaf stalk close to the start of the leaf blade. In some varieties 
the leaf margins can have the marginal teeth rather larger and rounder than 
Native Black Poplar. However, there is tremendous variation within this group 
of trees and very large ‘Serotina’ and ‘Regenerata’ specimens are often 
reported as Native Black Poplar because the larger limbs can arch 
downwards. A further useful clue that you have a Hybrid Black Poplar is the 
presence of Mistletoe. This can infest hybrids heavily but has never been 
found locally on the Native form. 
 
With practice, some of the more distinctive varieties of Hybrid Black Poplar 
can be readily identified e.g.  

·  ‘Robusta’ - a neatly symmetrical, rather narrow form that produces a 
wonderful flush of orange new foliage in spring 

·  ‘Serotina’ - the ‘Black Italian Poplar’, a male clone often reaching 
enormous size with larger branches arching out and down away from 
the prevailing wind direction and a trunk with especially straight deep 
fissures – one of the last broadleaved trees to come into leaf (serotinus 
is latin for late) 

·  ‘Marilandica’ - the ‘Railway Poplar’, a female clone with rather 
pendulous branches, silvery foliage and lots of twigs on its trunk 

·  ‘Serotina Aurea’ - the ‘Golden Poplar’ - a large poplar with bright yellow 
foliage throughout the summer 
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Hybrid Black Poplars. Top left: trunk of a mature Hybrid Black Poplar ‘Serotina’ showing the 
very neat fissuring of the bark in this variety; top right: a mature Golden Poplar showing the 
relatively neat shape and sparse twig habit compared to a Native Black Poplar – those twigs 
scarcely up-curved at their tips, plus plentiful Mistletoe; bottom left: typical Hybrid Black 
Poplar foliage showing the rather strongly triangular leaf shape typical in most varieties; 
bottom right: a row of ‘Robusta’ hybrids in April showing the characteristic orange unfolding 
foliage of this widely-planted variety. 
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Berlin Poplar 
Populus x berolinensis is a hybrid between Lombardy Poplar and an Asian 
balsam poplar Populus laurifolia that is found in a few sites in Warwickshire. It 
most resembles a Hybrid Black Poplar or Balsam Poplar in shape but has 
occasionally been confused with Native Black Poplar because it can support 
Pemphigus spiral galls (but usually at much lower densities than pure P. 
nigra). However, the leaves are more rounded at their bases as opposed to 
triangular or rhomboidal. 
 

 
 
Left: Leaf of a Berlin Poplar showing the more rounded base compared with a Native Black 
Poplar, but the same susceptibility to spiral galls. Right: foliage of a Balsam Poplar showing 
the heart-shaped leaf base that characterises some varieties, and smooth leaf margins and 
silvery undersides. 
 
Balsam poplars 
Another collection of species and hybrids, most of which lack the deltoid or 
triangular leaf shape of Native and Hybrid Black Poplars and have rather pale 
grey bark which is very smooth on the upper trunk. They have very sticky 
aromatic buds (the pungent smell they give in spring can be carried downwind 
for considerable distance) and their foliage unfolds bright green before most 
other poplars. The autumn foliage is bright yellow.  
 
Further local poplars 
White Poplar, Grey Poplar, Aspen and Simons Poplar are sufficiently different 
to a native Black Poplar to not require comparison here.  
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The history of Black Poplar recording in Warwickshi re 
 

Early British tree identification literature and local botanical literature generally 
failed to distinguish Native Black Poplar from Hybrid Black Poplar. In the 
seminal work ‘A Computer-mapped Flora of Warwickshire’ (1971), only three 
records were cited. But in 1973, the botanist Edgar Milne-Redhead began a 
national survey for the Botanical Society of the British Isles (BSBI). He knew 
of only 1000 trees nationally and was concerned that they were disappearing 
through a lack of natural regeneration and replacement by faster-growing, 
neater-looking Hybrid Black Poplars. In 1995 this led to a well-publicised 
Black Poplar Hunt launched by the Daily Telegraph in conjunction with the 
Tree Council. Pam Copson at Warwickshire Museum, who was the BSBI 
recorder for Warwickshire at the time, acted as the local co-ordinator and 
started to develop a dataset within the Warwickshire Biological Records 
Centre. 
 

 
 
 
In 1996, when the author became involved, we still only knew of about 16 
localities for Black Poplar in Warwickshire. Much more detailed surveying 
started to take place at this point and between the author and another 
surveyor (Neil Hunter, recording various parts of Britain for the Environment 
Agency), the list of specimens started to grow dramatically. The author has 
continued to discover trees every year and to check any potential specimens 
reported by others. This has resulted in a list of almost 550 confirmed trees by 
2011, making Warwickshire one of the better counties for them in Britain if 
considered uncritically based purely on the number of trees.  
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All these records have been submitted to the National Biodiversity Network 
(NBN), and the UK Black Poplar Conservation Group. The location of every 
tree, accurate to one metre, is also plotted on the GIS maps used by the 
Warwickshire Ecology Unit and the Warwickshire, Coventry and Solihull 
Habitat Biodiversity Audit team. This allows trees to be accounted for when 
checking planning applications and designating Local Wildlife Sites or Sites of 
Importance for Nature Conservation. Warwickshire Museum also provided 
data and support to Fiona Cooper in the late 1990s when carrying out PhD 
research into the tree. Her work eventually resulted in the 2006 book The 
Black Poplar: Ecology, History and Conservation (Windgather Press). The 
author was the Warwickshire representative for the UK Black Poplar 
Conservation Group between 1999 and 2010 and this group has held two 
annual conferences locally, Stoneleigh Royal Showground (1999) and 
Coombe Countryside Park (2002). 
 

 
 

Coombe Countryside Park hosted the 2002 UK Black Poplar Conservation Group annual 
conference, a decision influenced in part by the presence of several fine specimens showing 
a variety of growth forms. 
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The different growth forms of Black Poplar in Warwi ckshire 
 

Single-trunked ‘standards’  
This is the most frequent growth form, though the canopy shape can vary from 
broad and mop-headed through to rather tall and slim, and the lower trunk can 
vary greatly in the height at which it divides. Typically the main trunk leans 
and gives rise to several main stems which then produce a varying density of 
strongly down-curved side-branches which in turn support clumps of relatively 
dense, upturned twigs with dense foliage. Where side-limbs are lost, the 
shape can become very irregular. The main trunk of standards typically has 
well developed bosses. Fine, easily-viewed examples occur at Ashorne Hill (a 
(a pair at SP3087658754 and SP3092958795), Stratford-on-Avon’s 
fishermans car park (SP2099855825 and SP2112055963), Charlecote Park 
(SP2619356572) and Stonebridge (SP2145182982). 
 

 
 
Mature standards.  Left: a pair of specimens at Ashorne Hill showing rather broad, mop-
headed crowns; right: a taller specimen with a long main trunk at Charlecote Park. Once side 
limbs start to become lost, trees can become much more irregular in shape. 
 
Multi-stemmed 
Quite a few local unpollarded Black Poplars have several main stems arising 
from a short trunk. Under these circumstances, the side-branches from the 
main stems are relatively slim and short compared to a single-stemmed 
maiden. But they still give rise to the characteristic dense clumps of up-curved 
twigs. In time, many such trees lose one or more of their main stems as they 
grow, and may end up with just one stem left, arising at perhaps 1 metre 
height from the original stump, creating a very irregular canopy shape. The 
short trunks do not always acquire the same character as a normal trunk, and 
bosses may be less obvious. Examples of multi-stemmed trees can be found 
at Charlecote (a pair at SP2656556080 and SP2669656002) and Kinwarton 
(a pair at SP1063358539 and SP1061858555). 
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Further growth-forms of Black Poplar.  Top: two examples of multi-stemmed Black Poplars, 
the specimen on the left (near Charlecote) still has three main stems arising from a short 
trunk; the specimen on the right (Kinwarton) was multi-stemmed but now has a single stem 
growing from a larger base and would have been a more substantial tree in the past. Below 
left: a fine pollard near Great Alne; below right: a coppiced specimen at the Stratford Rec 
growing beside the River Avon almost opposite the RSC Theatre. 
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Pollards 
Mature pollards are particularly well represented in the lower Alne Valley, and 
have traditionally been harvested at about 2 metres height. The main trunk of 
a pollard can become very untidily fissured and even so heavily bossed that 
the fissures are obscured. Because most have not been subject to recent 
pollarding, many are losing limbs, and in some instances the whole tree is 
starting to collapse from becoming top heavy. Younger pollards can be found 
in urban settings and property screens. Examples of mature pollards that can 
be easily seen include a row of 15 near Haselor (SP1307058798), four near 
Great Alne (SP1173858820) and a solitary female at Little Morrell 
(SP3053656458). There are also a few examples of self-pollarded trees, 
where re-growth has taken place from a 2-3 metre tall stump following wind 
blow of the crown e.g. Stratford’s fishermans car park (SP2093355700). 
 
Coppice stools and regenerating stumps 
One can occasionally find Black Poplars with a classic coppice form. Most of 
these seem to be derived from former trees that have been deliberately felled 
(followed by removal of the original trunk). Where trees are felled in damp 
situations, the stump seems to be able to send up coppice re-growth quite 
successfully. This can result in up to a dozen equal-sized stems growing up 
from the old base to create a neat, dense canopy. Fine examples can be seen 
at the Stratford-upon-Avon ‘Rec’ (SP2022954511) and beside the Birmingham 
Road near Hatton (SP2623266094). 
 
Where trunks collapse naturally, a form of self-coppicing can occur in which 
one or two stems grow up from the base. Usually some evidence of the 
original trunk is present, and such trees are much less tidy than the previous 
category. Again, this regeneration is most frequent in damp or waterside 
locations. It would appear that soil dampness enhances the ability of the roots 
to regenerate. Trees in drier settings are much more prone to dying following 
trunk loss. Examples of self-coppiced trees include specimens at Furnace End 
(SP2475591255) and Marston Green SP1755485632.  
 
Regenerating fallen trunks 
Where a mature tree falls down in a damp area, it is possible for it to survive, 
providing some living bark continues to connect the base and the fallen trunk 
(like a layered hedge). In time the fallen trunk can establish new roots from 
former side branches embedded in the ground, and sky-facing side branches 
can start to form new canopies. Several fine examples occur in the Avon 
Valley near Lower Binton (SP1507853038, SP1516153051 and 
SP1496053251) and another along the north lakeshore at Coombe 
Countryside Park (SP3958979727). 
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Examples of regenerating fallen Black Poplar trunks . Top: a specimen close to the River 
Avon near Lower Binton. Bottom: a specimen at Coombe Abbey Countryside Park with aerial 
limbs being thinned out to encourage more vigour.  
 
 



 17 
 

Abundance and distribution of Native Black Poplar i n Warwickshire 
 

The Native Black Poplar is clearly far less endangered in Warwickshire and 
various other parts of Britain than had once been thought. Between 
Warwickshire, Coventry and Solihull, 549 trees are currently known from 
approximately 130 locations (defining a ‘location’ can be subjective when you 
have a loose concentration of trees). This excludes recently planted trees less 
than 20 years old. But Warwickshire data also reveals that mature (or 
regenerating) specimens in floodplains and other waterside locations are 
relatively scarce, accounting for only about a third of the county holdings, and 
these have a very uneven distribution. It is also clear that females are very 
rare here.  
 
What has been a surprise is the extent to which Native Black Poplar has been 
planted in municipal parks, property screens and road verge avenues in our 
area during the twentieth century. In some instances, for example at Judkins 
Quarry, Nuneaton or formerly at Coventry Power Station (recently felled), this 
may have been a deliberate decision to use pollution-resistant ‘Manchester 
Poplar’. It may not be a coincident that many of our municipal planting 
schemes are a similar age to those in Manchester. In other instances, it 
appears that the non-specified poplar stock obtained by local authorities for 
municipal parks and road verges just happened to be betulifolia. Very little of 
this twentieth century planting seems to have been done in the name of poplar 
conservation, and the trees are often growing in such tight avenues and such 
atypical locations, that their conservation value has to be considered inferior 
to older floodplain trees, especially as they are unlikely to have originated 
from old Warwickshire stock. 
 
Planted rows of trees along field margins, roadsides and within property 
screens actually create a misleading impression of abundance because with 
these removed you are left with a much smaller number of individuals. Indeed 
one mass planting around a field near Crackley Wood, Kenilworth 
(SP2861373784) accounts for about 70 trees, a row along the Fosse Way 
near Tredington (SP2577244966) accounts for another 30 trees, and a group 
of pollards at Stratford Golf Course accounts for 29 trees (i.e. almost 130 
trees from just three sites).  
 
In terms of distribution (see map), Black Poplars are recorded from most parts 
of the county, but mature trees (including old stumps with younger growth) are 
concentrated within the Blythe, Tame, Avon and Alne valleys. This includes 
the main river banks plus associated stream-, ditch- or pond-side locations 
nearby. In terms of local administrative areas, Stratford-on-Avon District has 
the most (247 trees at 58 sites), followed by Warwick District (101 at 13 sites), 
Coventry (85 at 10 sites), North Warwickshire Borough (36 at 23 sites), 
Solihull Borough (34 at 13 sites), Nuneaton and Bedworth (25 at 4 sites) and 
Rugby District (21 at 10 sites). Black Poplars are scarcest in the Feldon and 
Cotswolds zones of east and south Warwickshire, though a few specimens 
exist in these areas. 
 

 



 18 
 

 

 
 
Map showing the current distribution of the Native Black Poplar in Warwickshire (including 
Coventry and Solihull). Notable concentrations include the Tame and Blythe valleys in the 
north-west, the Avon and Dene valleys either side of Stratford-upon-Avon, the Alne Valley 
near Great Alne and municipal plantings in north-east Coventry and Leamington Spa. 
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Males and females  
Not many trees have been sexed but it is clear that males greatly outnumber 
females. Of the 549 trees recorded, only 14 are confirmed females. But given 
the fact that females are so conspicuous in late spring-early summer through 
the massive production of fluffy seeds, it is unlikely that they are substantially 
overlooked. There is no particular geographical or habitat bias associated with 
those females and they have a variety of growth forms that suggests several 
clones and sources are involved.  
 
Size and age classes  
Ageing Black poplars is not especially easy. Poplars of most sorts are fast-
growing trees, and some Native Black Poplars in municipal parks dating from 
the mid twentieth century are already reasonably large with trunks of 2-3 
metres girth some 50-60 years later. But many more mature trees appear to 
be exhibiting relatively slow growth rates (especially pollards and regenerating 
stumps), with local landowners often remarking that they have not changed 
much in the 30-40 years that they’ve known them.  
 

 
 
A row of about thirty Native Black Poplars growing beside the Fosse Way near Tredington, 
one of several similar roadside populations in Warwickshire dating from the mid and late 
twentieth century. 
 
At least half of Warwickshire’s trees seem to have a mid-twentieth century 
origin and are often associated with municipal planting, roadside planting and 
property screens away from floodplains or waterside locations. Their girths are 
typically 1.5 to 3 metres depending on how densely they have been planted 
(dense planting results in smaller girths due to competition between trees). It 
thus appears, somewhat ironically, that betulifolia was actually a popular 
choice in many new tree planting schemes at exactly the time that Edgar 
Milne-Redhead was reporting its demise! However, such trees would have 
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been too young for botanists or tree experts to have spotted at the time. Much 
Lombardy Poplar planting was also taking place at this time, and at two 
Warwickshire sites (Dodwell Park, near Stratford SP1667753898 and 
Foleshill, Coventry SP3569182582) single betulifolia specimens have found 
there way into Lombardy Poplar avenues, seemingly by accident. They now 
grow as large and incongruous specimens amongst their fastigiate cousins. 
 
Trees in excess of 100 years age account for perhaps 100-150 specimens, 
and specimens beyond 200 years are very scarce, at least as standards or 
pollards. However, as mentioned previously, many of our regenerating 
rootstocks in wet areas may be several centuries old and much older than the 
aerial growth they currently produce. Only four standards or pollards have 
trunks exceeding 5 metres in girth and the current county champion is a 
specimen on private land at Kite Green, near Henley-in-Arden, with a trunk 
girth of 5.75 metres measured at about 1.5 metres height in 2010. This is 
impressive but some way short of the national record of 7.30 metres. It could 
be 250-300 years old.  
 

 
 
A Native Black Poplar growing within an avenue of Lombardy Poplars at the entrance of 
Dodwell Park caravan site.  
 
Recent planting 
Much recent Native Black Poplar planting has taken place in the past 20 years 
and at many sites, usually as a deliberate attempt to conserve the native form. 
Some of this planting is logged but much of it takes place without the author’s 
knowledge and is often encountered by chance. Hopefully as such trees age 
they can be added to the official local listing, though it is unwise to include 
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newly-planted trees immediately as many fail to survive the first ten years, 
especially if there are drought summers.  
 
 

 

 
  
Warwickshire’s largest Black Poplars.  Top left: the county champion at Kite Green (girth of 
5.75m/2010); top right: a large pollard beside the Noleham Brook near Dorsington 
(5.30m/2009); bottom left: a leaning standard growing beside the Ouse Brook, near Lower 
Binton (5.14m/2006); bottom right: a standard with one of the largest crowns of any local 
specimens, growing near the A452/A45 junction at Stonebridge (5.0m/2009). 
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Habitat preferences 
 
Quantifying preference depends on whether you are examining sites (which 
may feature several specimens) or individual trees. Most trees fall clearly into 
one of the categories below. 
 
Watersides and wetlands 
About 60 of the 130 or so sites can be described as waterside or wetland 
locations i.e. the banks or rivers, streams, ditches, pools or within floodplain 
marshland. The trees tend to be singletons or small groups, and are 
predominantly standards or regenerating bases, though a few pollards are 
represented e.g. beside the Noleham Brook (SP1214051273). Where such 
groups show a varied age class, it can indicate that detached branches may 
have given rise to new trees close to the source tree e.g. at Wixford 
(SP0907254420). The most interesting waterside group is the collection of 
seven trees growing in the vicinity of the Ouse Brook and River Avon near 
Lower Binton (SP1516153051, SP1507853038, SP1528453193 and 
SP1496053251) due to the remarkable variety of growth forms.  
 
Roadside trees away from water 
This accounts for 23 sites and includes examples of fine mature singletons 
e.g. Whtacre Heath Nature Reserve (SP2097293128) plus some quite 
sizeable rows of mid to late twentieth century trees, notably 30 beside the 
Fosse way near Tredington (SP2577244966), 14 at Tanworth Lane, near 
Henley-in-Arden (SP1510968067) and 12 along the B4090 near Redditch 
(SP0576960307). Urban roadside plantings can be found in several places 
within Leamington Spa (Old Warwick Road SP3124165154 and Prince’s Drive 
SP3074165559), Eburne Road, Coventry (13 trees at SP3663682975) and 
Poplar Close, Rugby (two pollards at SP5027075983). 
 
Fields and historic parkland away from water 
About ten trees fall into this category. It includes fine mature specimens within 
historic parkland at Ashorne Hill (SP3087658754 and SP3092958795) and 
Charlecote Park (SP2619356572). 
 
Municipal parks and golf courses away from water 
This category accounts for five sites, three within Coventry (Wyken Slough, 
Whitley Common and Stoke Heath Park), Stratford-on-Avon Golf Course and 
Shirley Park, Solihull. The Wyken Slough site (SP3615583502) is close to 
water but the trees appear to arise from municipal planting rather than 
representing an old waterside population and further roadside trees of a 
similar age occur nearby (Eburne Road). 
 
Property screens 
11 locations can best be described as property screens. Such trees often tend 
to be tightly planted and stunted. Did the planters think they were growing 
Lombardy Poplars? They are often pollarded to keep the crowns small. Most 
notable within this category is a collection of 22 trees at Judkins Quarry, 
Nuneaton (SP3514792605), 18 trees at Alspath Lane, Coventry 
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(SP2879079816), 13 trees at Windmill Hill Cemetery, Coventry 
(SP3501382834) and 7 trees at Whichford (SP3110534579). 
 
Railwayside 
This accounts for three sites. A loose row of five trees occurs along a disused 
railway near Lowsonford (SP1748067710); three very tall trees occur close to 
Warwick Railway Station at the edge of Priory Park (SP2860665427), and a 
group of about 10 can be seen along the Solihull to Birmingham line at 
approximately SP1479. 
 
Private gardens 
Six private gardens have Black Poplars. This includes a very fine, easily 
viewed standard at Newton Regis (SK2765507362) and a very mature pollard 
at ‘The Smithy’, Nether Whitacre (SP2292692924). 
 
Woodland 
Black poplars are only recorded from two local woods, and in both instances 
occur at the woodland edge. They are not really woodland trees but 
occasionally get swallowed by scrub and secondary woodland. 
 
Hedges 
Considering the abundance of Native Black Poplar within the hedges of the 
Vale of Aylesbury (several hundred trees), very few occur strictly within 
hedges in Warwickshire. In fact only 8 non-roadside hedge sites are known.  
 

 
 
A tightly-planted row of 18 Black Poplars in Alspath Lane, Coventry. Did the planter think they 
were Lombardy Poplars?  
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Recent losses and current threats 
 

 

 
 
Recent Black Poplar losses.  Top left: the stump of a former tree at Stratford’s fishermans 
car park in 2008 – the twiggy re-growth did not survive; top right: one of several pollards at 
the Girl’s Grammar School, Shottery that died in 2010 following pollarding; bottom left: a tree 
at Stoke Park, Coventry which died following excessive topping in 2009/10; bottom right: a 
fairly mature specimen photographed close to Oversley Mill, Alcester in 1998 that is no longer 
there.  
 
Since 1995, a number of losses have been noted. The reasons include: 

·  Wind-blow of mature trees followed by death 
·  Wholesale felling followed by death of the stump 
·  Death following excessive pollarding or topping, especially in dry 

summers   
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Fortunately most losses relate to urban or suburban trees rather than old 
floodplain specimens – the latter arguably holding greater conservation 
significance. Often loss is due to ignorance of a tree’s significance. The author 
has made considerable efforts to inform landowners and local tree officers of 
the precise locations of Native Black Poplars, and all records are included 
within the GIS data managed and supplied by the Warwickshire Ecology Unit, 
accurate to 1 metre. 
 
Poplar Scab 
Another threat to Black Poplar, one which is already killing lots of ‘Manchester 
Poplars’ in north England, is Poplar Scab. The infection is caused by a fungal 
disease called Venturia populina, or its asexual stage Pollaccia elegans. In 
most cases it leads to death over a three year period. The symptoms include: 
 

·  new foliage has black lesions and then acquires brown shriveled 
patches as if autumn, with leaves falling prematurely during summer 

·  the leading shoots die back (turning black) and new growth is formed 
further down the twig which is unusual and creates untidy-looking 
foliage 

·  the foliage becomes noticeably sparse 
·  patches of bark start to become detached form the trunk and dark, 

damp patches appear 
 
No treatment is currently known and many local authorities are felling infected 
trees to prevent the disease from spreading. The author has seen a group of 
trees showing such symptoms at Marston Green Park – unfortunately all 
females. Other diseases such as canker can also weaken trees. 
 

 
 

Possible Poplar scab symptoms on a female Black Poplar at Marston Green Park (June 30th 
2010
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How can you help? 
 

Recording 
It is unlikely that we have discovered all the Black Poplars in Warwickshire. 
They often grow well away from public rights of way, obscured by other trees, 
buildings or topography. If you think you have found one, please let the 
Warwickshire Ecology Unit know. 
 
Planting 
You may also be able to help by planting some, especially if you own or 
manage suitable land that contains rivers, streams or wetlands. But if you do 
plant them, let the Ecology Unit know, so that they can be accounted for in 
biodiversity action planning. There are several published guidelines for 
planting (see references). 
 
Research 
More research on Warwickshire’s Black Poplars would be great – analysis of 
size, age, growth-form, sex, DNA and precise habitat. DNA analysis is already 
being carried out in several counties (e.g. Adams, 2009) and is shedding 
much light on the origins of local populations and the extent to which different 
clones have been spread around Britain. It is particularly good at indicating 
potential ‘wild’ populations with a history of sexual reproduction (now very rare 
anywhere in Britain). DNA analysis is expensive but would be ideal for a PhD 
project based at a local university. 
 
Protection 
There are a number of ways in which you can help to protect existing Black 
Poplars.  

·  Ensure that your local ecologists, tree officers, wildlife trust and tree 
wardens know about any confirmed trees and check to see if they have 
been given Tree Preservation Orders 

·  Join a local Tree Warden group 
·  Consider being the official county recorder (to replace the author) 
·  Consider being a Warwickshire representative on the UK Black Poplar 

Conservation Group (to replace the author) 
·  Assisting with other targets in the Warwickshire Coventry & Solihull 

Black Poplar Action plan (see Falk, 2002) 
·  Keep an eye out for Poplar scab  

 
Viewing existing records and action plan 
The raw dataset is available from the Warwickshire Biological Records Centre 
operated by the Warwickshire Ecology Unit (tel: 01926 418060). The staff can 
also display records as a GIS layer against aerial photos or OS maps. The 
current action plan can be viewed at: 
 
http://www.warwickshire.gov.uk/Web/corporate/pages.nsf/Links/6E13119018B
C4EEC80256E90004C41AC/$file/BlackPoplar.pdf 
 
or alternatively just type ‘Warwickshire black poplar action plan’ in to Google!
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