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(Populus deltoides, P. sargentii)
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Cottonwoods are large, fast growing native trees found in most US states. Eastern and 
Western Cottonwood are actually considered one tree by the USDA, while common names 
differentiate the two from each other mainly by the geography where they are found. Together 
with other members of the Genus Populus, and even subspecies of P. deltoides, Cottonwood 
and its very close relatives are commonly encountered in the human environment. While 
Cottonwoods are sometimes used as windbreaks, mainly due to their rapid growth rate, they 
are not typically considered a landscape tree. They can be brittle and thus messy. 
Cottonwoods tend to be found in river plains and areas that will, on occasion, experience a 
good deal of moisture. They do have value in soil conservation, with a very large root system. 
Once established, they can be quite droughtresistant. 

The flower of the Cottonwood is a drooping “catkin”, see picture below left. It is very 
inconspicuous, appearing prior to any leafing in the tree. The pollen readily becomes airborne 
and is considered a moderate allergen. The pollen has been documented as a factor in 
asthma, allergic rhinitis and allergic conjunctivitis. Estimates in Oklahoma and Colorado are 
that up to 20% of all hayfever is due to Cottonwood. Similarly, one study in New York found 
20.6% of patients with tree allergy symptoms, skin test positive to members of the Populus 
genus. Once the female Cottonwood flower has been fertilized, a cottony seed emerges that 
is shed in early summer over a period of approximately two weeks. These seeds can be 
released in huge amounts, clogging pool filters and gutters. These seeds are not related to 
Cottonwood allergy – the Cottonwood pollen is long since gone. If someone experiences 
allergy symptoms when the Cottonwood seeds are in the air, it is most likely a grass or mold 
that is the real culprit. 


