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Willows
Willow trees were also 
a familiar feature of 
the Stort valley and 
extremely useful. 
Traditionally, their 
branches were 
regularly harvested 

through a process 
called pollarding. This 

involved cutting off the 
branches of the tree, just 

above the height  of grazing 
livestock, which encourages new ones to grow  
and prolongs the tree’s life. 

The fast growing young shoots were ideal for 
weaving into wicker baskets and could supplement 
the diet of cattle when grass was scarce. Old trees 
contain sheltered crevices which attract lots of 
wildlife and are second in importance only to Oak 
in this respect.  Hundreds of species of plants, 
insects and birds live, feed, roost, breed and 
hibernate in old Willows.

As with Poplars, the significance of the Willow 
faded over time and they were abandoned and many 
deteriorated. Some became ‘top-heavy’ and blew 
down.  Now, many of the Willows along the River 
Stort are being pollarded again to revitalise them 
and stimulate new growth, ensuring that they 
remain a prominent feature of the local 
riverbank for years to come.
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                             Willow
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Between Bishops Stortford and Harlow is a valley 
rich in history and wildlife. Find out more about 

the Willow and Black Poplar trees that grow 
along the banks of the river channels.P
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The Countryside Management Service works 
throughout Hertfordshire to enable local 
communities to enjoy, care for and enhance 
their local environment.

Contact us on 01462 459395 for more 
information about anything on this leaflet.
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Willow Leaves

Useful Information
The Stort Valley is easily accessible by road, 
bus and rail. For information on public 
transport please go to:

www.traveline.org.uk 
or call 0871 200 22 33
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                                  Black Poplar

Exploring the 
Stort Valley
There are lots of opportunities  
for walking and cycling in the Stort 
Valley. For routes and maps visit  
The Countryside Management Service 
website at www.hertsdirect.org/cms 

Maps and guides are also available 
from local libraries, tourist information 
centres and councils:

East Herts District Council 
01279 655261

Harlow District Council 
01279 446655

Or why not try to make up your own 
route with Ordnance Survey Explorer 
Map 194 (Hertford & Bishops Stortford).

Remember, if you plan to cycle the 
towpaths, you need a permit from the 
British Waterways website 
www.waterscape.com

 Places to stop 
along the way:
Bishops Stortford: 
Rushy Mead Nature Reserve 
Waytemore Castle 
Sworders  Fields

Sawbridgeworth:  
Pishiobury Park 
Sawbridgeworth Marsh

Harlow: 
Hunsdon Mead Nature Reserve,  
Parndon Mill 
Harlow Town Park.

Things to see:
Whilst exploring the river, 
watch out for some of the 
local wildlife associated 
with it such as Kingfishers, 
Purple Loosestrife 
and Dragonflies. 

The Ordnance Survey mapping included within this leaflet is provided 
by Hertfordshire County Council under licence from the Ordnance 
Survey in order to fulfil its public function to provide information 
relating to its activities, services and plans. Persons viewing this 
mapping should contact Ordnance Survey copyright for advice should 
they wish to license Ordnance Survey mapping for their own use. 
© Crown Copyright. All rights reserved. 
Hertfordshire County Council 100019606 2007.

Black Poplar Leaves

Black Poplars
The Black Poplar is one of Britain’s 
rarest trees but was once a common tree 
of east Anglian riverbanks. Constable 
depicted Black Poplars in his early 
nineteenth century painting, The 
Haywain, but today’s artist would have to 
search hard for similar examples.

These native Poplars were once 
extremely useful because their springy 
wood was suitable for manufacturing 
clogs and cartwheels. It also resisted fire 
making ideal floorboards and the wood’s 
ability to absorb paraffin was exploited 
by match manufacturers

However, other materials came to  
replace Poplar wood and with drainage 
of the floodplain where they lived,  
the trees disappeared.

Just a few native Black Poplars have 
survived in the Stort Valley into the  
21st century.

Now, sympathetic landowners are looking 
after the remaining older trees and 
planting carefully-selected young trees. 
These will improve the Stort Valley’s 
landscape for future generations to enjoy. 
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