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River Birch, Betula nigra
Birch Family (Betulaceae)
General Description:
When young, the river birch is loosely pyramidal in shape, maturing into a somewhat narrow,
open-crowned tree sixty to seventy or more feet high. Often it has several trunks. Its terminal
branches-shiny, reddish-brown, and marked by lenticels-are slender and flexible. Their graceful,
pendulous habit gives the tree a lacy appearance which contrasts with the coarser texture of the
trunk and main branches. The latter are covered with layers of curling, paper-thin flakes of outer
bark, ranging in color from brown to a rather bright tinge of salmon. The back is so unusual that
the tree is especially noticeable and beautiful in the winter landscape. As the foliage emerges in
spring it is a bright, fresh green, later becoming a lustrous medium green with yellow-green undersurfaces. In autumn, the leaves turn a soft, dull yellow and often change color early when there
is drought. During the winter, the reddish-brown staminate catkins are conspicuous at the ends
of the twigs, borne in clusters of three. These catkins elongate in early April and become yellow
with the pollen they produce. The pistillate catkins appear when the leaf buds begin to open and
are less noticeable. They develop into cone-like fruits which ripen in early summer of the following year, unlike the fruits of other birches which mature in fall.
Landscape Value:
Rapid-growing and adaptable to many sites, the river birch with its interesting texture is a useful
tree for landscape planting. Its coarse-textured bark relates well to natural wood and limestone
architecture, and its graceful habit- often with multiple trunks- makes it an appropriate lawn specimen. Whether planted individually or in groups, the tree has a warm color and can be used effectively for mass or line pattern.
Origin and Hardiness:
Native to much of the eastern half of the United States, from the Atlantic coast west to Iowa, Missouri, eastern Oklahoma and Texas; south to northern Florida. Its northern limits dip from Massachusetts, New Hampshire, and New York southward to southern Ohio, Indiana, and Jllinois, and
northward again to southwestern Wisconsin and southeastern Minnesota, River birch is hardy to
Zone 5. *
Soil and Site:
River birch is normally found growing on banks of streams, ponds, and swamps, where it grows
in deep, rich moist soil and withstands inundation for several weeks at a time. Cultivated specimens do well in any good soil. They should be planted in sites that are not exposed to extreme wind.
Planting and Care:
Most nurseries can supply Betula nigra. Spring is the best season for planting, and specimens should
be balled and burlapped before the foliage emerges. Fall planting can also be successful, especially
when done early after frost and given a good mulching. Jn fertile soils, no additional nutrients are
necessary; watering at the time of planting and at times when the soil moisture is low will suffice.
The only pruning required is the removal of occasional broken branches and clearing of low branches
from passageways. River birch is generally free of diseases and pests; for ornamental use, it is the
preferable birch species as it is generally resistant to damage by the bronze birch borer.
Location in the Arboretum:
Entrance area of the Arboretum Center; Birch Collection; Thornhill Parking Lot.
*Hardiness Zone based on Plant Hardiness Zone Map prepared jointly by the U.S. National Arboretum in cooperation with the American Horticultural Society, U.S.D.A. Misc. Pub. #814, May, 1960.
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