
Populus deltoides  
 

Var. deltoides 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
It is one of the largest hardwood trees. It is 
short-lived but the fastest-growing commercial 
forest species in North America.  
Besides the typical eastern variety (var. 
deltoides), there is a western variety, plains 
cottonwood (var. occidentalis). Its leaves, more 
broad than long, are slightly smaller and more 
coarsely toothed than the typical variety. 
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GENERAL INFORMATION 
 
Scientific name: Populus deltoides  
Common name(s): Eastern cottonwood, 
southern cottonwood, Carolina poplar, eastern 
poplar, necklace poplar (English), Populus 
deltoides (Italian) 
Family: Salicaceae 
 
DESCRIPTION 
 
Height: 20–40 m  
Trunk diameter: up to 1.8 m 

Crown shape: open spreading crown 
resulting in a somewhat vase-shaped form 
Growth rate: fast-growing  
 
Root habit 
Root growth of new seedlings is so slow that 
the plants are easily dislodged by rain droplets. 
After the first 3 weeks, root growth accelerates 
and lateral root growth may exceed height 
growth for the first year. Most of the roots are 
in the uppermost, best aerated layer of soil. 
They are nearer the surface in clay soils than in 
loam soils. Following siltation, roots develop 
on the covered portion of the stem.  
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Foliage 
 
Leaf arrangement: alternate  
Leaf type: simple 
The leaves are large, deltoid (triangular), 4–10 
cm long and 4–11 cm broad, the leaf is very 
coarsely toothed, the teeth are curved and gland 
tipped, the petiole is flat; they are dark green in 
the summer and turn yellow in the fall (but 
many cottonwoods in dry locations drop their 
leaves early from the combination of drought 
and leaf rust, making their fall colour dull or 
absent). Due to the flat stem of the leaf, the leaf 
has the tendency to shake from even the 
slightest breeze. This is one of the identifying 
characteristics. 



Leaf persistence: deciduous 
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Flower 
produced on single-sex trees in early spring. 
The male (pollen) aments are reddish-purple; 
the female aments are green, with several seed 
capsules 
 
Seed 
6–15 mm seed capsules split open in early 
summer to release the numerous small seeds 
attached to cotton-like strands. 

 
Photo: cotton ready to carry the seeds. Source: 
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Trunk and Branches 
Bark: silvery-white, smooth or lightly fissured 
when young, becoming dark grey and deeply 
fissured on old trees. 
Stem/ branches:  
Twig: greyish-yellow, stout, with large 
triangular leaf scars. 
Wood quality: lightweight, rather soft wood 
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Culture 
It needs bare soil and full sun for successful 
germination and establishment; 
The species survives on deep, infertile sands 
and clays but makes its best growth on moist, 
welldrained, fine sandy or silt loams close to 
streams. 
 
 
 
 
USE AND MANAGEMENT 
 
Timber: The wood of eastern cottonwood is 
light, soft, and weak. It is not durable, warps 
badly in drying, and is difficult to season. It is 
used principally for containers, interior parts of 
furniture, corestock in plywood, and high-grade 
pulp.  
Erosion control: It is planted on strip mine 
spoils for erosion control and wood production. 
Male, non-hybrid adapted clones make good 
selections for windbreaks in multi-row 
installations.  



Recreation: Due to its rapid growth rate, it is 
frequently used for providing quick shade 
around recreational developments, campsites 
and picnic areas.  
Landscape and beautification: This species is 
occasionally planted as an ornamental shade 
tree, however caution should be used because 
the tree grows large and is susceptible to wind 
and ice damage. 
  
If this tree is planted for intensive culture 
management care must be taken to reduce 
completion from weed and other unwanted 
vegetation. On wide spacing, disking between 
the rows can be used to control vegetation. Care 
must also be taken to avoid over grazing by 
deer and other animals. Around buildings the 
plant may prove to be a nuisance. The silky-

haired seeds of the female plants can clog 
gutters and the shallow root system may 
interfere with sewer lines.  
 
Pests and diseases 
Eastern cottonwood can be seriously damaged 
by wood boring insects that attack the main 
stem, branches and root system. Many leaf 
feeding insects can also reduce the growth and 
vigor of young trees. Leaf rust, leaf spot, and 
cankers reduce tree vigor and growth and in 
severe cases cause tree mortality.  
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