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Chapter One

Hunting the Poplar Poplar

As the driest March on record gave way to the wettest April, 
I set myself the task of walking every street in the parish. It 
was the way, I thought, to know it more thoroughly and to 
begin to unravel its ecology. Perhaps, too, it would help me 
enter more fully into the spirit of the place. I wanted to be 
like the man in Anaktuvuk Pass, met by Barry Lopez in his 
book Arctic Dreams, who, whenever he visited a new place, 
listened ‘to what the land is saying’. 

Poplar is large for an urban parish, large enough to have 
once supported six churches, and the task became a sort of 
long-distance walk with a difference. It was neither linear 
nor circular, but maze-like. It had me continually doubling 
back on myself or following parallel streets and the alley-
ways that run between them. It had me tracking up and 
down either side of fume-laden highways or working my 
way to and fro across the complicated layout of an estate, a 
layout that remains a mystery even to some of those who 
live there. And it never took me more than a couple of 
miles from my home. As I walked I began to take notes, not 
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just on the wild plants and animals of the parish but on the 
different species of street tree. For there was one that I was 
actively seeking. I was hunting the Poplar poplar.

London is littered with districts that bear the names of 
trees; trees that once made them distinctive but which have, 
for the most part, disappeared. Their names live on as a 
shadowy reminder of the importance that trees once had in 
our lives. There is a roll call of oaks in Royal Oak, Honor 
Oak and Gospel Oak. There was a Vicar’s Oak once, too, 
but that was to become Crystal Palace after Joseph Paxton’s 
glittering creation for the Great Exhibition of 1851 was 
moved there. There is both a Burnt Oak and a Burnt Ash. 
There is an Oakleigh and an Elmstead, and a Becontree, 
named after the tree beneath which the local ‘hundred’ 
once held its meetings. There are groups of trees celebrated 
in Nine Elms and Shirley Oaks and Carshalton Beeches. 
There is a Copse Hill and a Grove Park, a Forest Hill in 
the south and a Forest Gate in the north, and any number 
of ‘woods’ including Falconwood, Cricklewood, Colliers 
Wood, Oakwood, Abbey Wood, Norwood, St. John’s 
Wood, Wood Green and Woodford. Their names echo 
the once great tracts of wildwood, gradually fragmenting 
under clearance and cultivation and finally disappearing 
beneath the city’s relentless spread. 

Poplar was another example. Here was an area of London 
– by turns a village, a vestry, a parish and a borough – that 
had, by common consent, been named after the tree that 
once characterised its marshy acres. Not only did that 
tree seem to have disappeared but its very identity had 
become a matter of confusion. In the taxonomy of the local 
authority, this is the ‘Poplar district’. It has its own symbol, 
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displayed on official buildings and on the map boards of 
estates: it is a looping line like the pocket of a billiard table, 
depicting the Thames as it curves round the Isle of Dogs; 
and cradled within this is the shape of a single tree. It is 
not, however, the native tree, not the proper black poplar 
at all, but a Lombardy poplar, a much later Italian import 
with an upright and pencil-thin silhouette. A graphic artist, 
somewhere, has looked up ‘poplar’ and chosen the shape 
that is most visually distinctive. The local housing associa-
tion, which took over much of the housing stock in the 
early 2000s, has echoed the mistake. It uses a symbol of 
three Lombardy poplars, casting their shadows to the left, 
as though to suggest that the sun is always rising. Poplar has 
not only lost the tree, it has forgotten which tree it was. 

4

It is not just locally that the black poplar has disappeared. 
Here is a tree that was once among the most commanding 
in the English countryside. Yet, by the late 20th century, it 
was regarded as our rarest native species. If there are such 
things as ghost trees, no species would be more justified in 
conducting a haunting. In prehistoric times it had been the 
typical tree of lowland rivers and densely wooded valleys 
washed with winter floods. These were amongst the earliest 
areas to succumb to cultivation, but the poplar survived in 
remaining wetland habitats; a tree of the marshlands, of river 
banks, of drainage ditches and wet meadows. According to 
Oliver Rackham in Woodlands, it is ‘the last shadow of the 
floodplains wildwood’ and ‘more than any other tree, remi-
niscent of the splendour of the mediaeval countryside’. As 
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recently as 200 years ago it remained a familiar component of 
the rural landscape, older trees providing local landmarks and 
boundary markers, newer ones planted for their usefulness 
around homesteads and farms. 

Its significance is clearly demonstrated by its appearance 
in landscape paintings of the time, most notably in the work 
of John Constable. ‘The Hay Wain’, painted in 1821, was 
once voted ‘England’s favourite painting’, though it was the 
French, in fact, who first appreciated its virtues. It now hangs 
in the National Gallery in London and part way through my 
walk I broke off to pay it a visit. It is rather a surprise, after 
all its many miniature reproductions, to confront its six-foot 
magnificence face to face. A little dog stands on the near 
side of a river which a young waggoner and his cart are 
just beginning to ford. Beyond the river, and occupying 
the great bulk of the picture, the scene divides into two. 
The black poplars stand on the left, their billowing leafy 
branches seeming not just to cast a shade but to gather a 
darkness towards them. They radiate storminess, not just 
in their colour but also in their shape, a storminess that is 
echoed in the gathering of dark cumulus clouds above. In 
their shadow, and tucked tight to the river, is the cottage 
still named after Willy Lott, the tenant farmer who lived 
there and is said to have never left home for more than four 
days in his life. It is to the right of the picture, however, that 
the eye is drawn. Here, by contrast, is a pleasant, level, sunlit 
plain where barely visible farm labourers are cutting the hay. 

There is something of a mystery about this painting that 
gives a clue not just to the status of the poplar at the time 
but to its looming fate. Art historians have pointed out 
that though the picture portrays a bucolic English scene, 
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it was painted when the countryside was seething with 
discontent. Low wages, high rents and the impact of the 
new threshing machines were leading to unemployment 
and a worsening of rural poverty. Nowhere was this more 
pronounced than in the East Anglian counties where the 
painting is set. It was here that a new commercial agricul-
ture had been pioneered with disastrous consequences for 
rural labour, and which had led to regular outbreaks of 
violence and unrest. It was a situation of which Constable 
would have been well aware, for he refers in his letters to 
the glow of burning hayricks that he was seeing almost 
nightly. Year by year the situation was to worsen until 
in 1830 the same flames were igniting the whole of the 
English countryside. This was a time when the burning of 
ricks and barns and the smashing of threshing machines was 
commonplace, when unemployed rural workers marched 
from village to village, and when landowners and parsons 
received threatening letters signed in the name of the 
mysterious and menacing ‘Captain Swing’. Those caught, 
or framed, for these offences were to suffer transportation, 
or even execution, yet in Constable’s picture we witness 
only the idyll of the tranquil cart and the hand-cut hay, 
while bright sunshine still lingers on the plain. 

Perhaps, however, there is a tension in the picture that 
does represent something of the tension of the times. In 
the striking dissonance between the two halves of the 
background, there seems to be a contrast between a nearer, 
darker and foreboding present, and a distant, disappearing 
and idealised past. It is, after all, towards this past that the 
cart is heading, whilst the reapers are already reduced in size 
to almost nothing. 


