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Propagating Black Willow From Cuttings in the
Lower Rio Grande Valley, Texas
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Cuttings of black willow (Salix
nigra) with diameters of 0.9 to
4.5 cm and lengths of about 50
to 150 cm were rooted success-
fully in the field in the Lower Rio
Grande Valley, TX. Tree Planters'
Notes 39(4):30-32; 1988

Black willow (Salix nigra
Marsh.) is common in wet areas
that are not permanently flooded
in the eastern United States (6).
The plant is also referred to as S.
humboldtiana Willd. in the
Lower Rio Grande Valley of
south Texas and northeastern
Mexico (3, 7). It grows rapidly,
reaching 20 m in height, along
levees, riverbanks, ponds, and
resacas (former river channels
that have become oxbow lakes).
The Altamira oriole—Icterus
gularis (Wagler) (2)—and perhaps
other species of birds (7) use
this tree for nesting sites.

The U.S. Department of the
Interior, Fish and Wildlife Serv-
ice is planting willow cuttings
adjacent to resacas and the Rio
Grande River in south Texas.
Notes in the literature state that
most willows can be grown from
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cuttings (4, 12). Nokes (11) stated
that black willow would root
from either root or stem cuttings
set out in early spring before the
buds leafed out. Maisenhelder
and Heavrin (9) advised taking
cuttings from 1- to 3-year-old
seedlings or sprouts. These cut-
tings should be 50 cm long and
from 1 to 2 cm in diameter at the
small end. McKnight (10) also
stated that cuttings should be
from established young trees,
preferably not more than 3 years
old.

Briscoe (1) obtained a 67% sur-
vival rate with cuttings rooted
between September and March,
with March the best month (87
to 100% success). He used cut-
tings 40 cm in length and 0.5 to
4.8 cm in diameter. He had bet-
ter success with butt-cuts (basal
40 cm) than second-cuts (next 40
cm). The mean heights of cut-
tings rooted in February and
March were 115 to 150 cm after
5 months.

Maisenhelder (8) similarly
stated that height growth of
black willow averages about 120
cm the first year. Briscoe (1) sug-
gested that cuttings with a large
diameter might survive and grow
better than smaller ones, and
that longer cuttings might sur-
vive better than shorter ones.

Past research on black willow
propagation has been confined
to the lower Mississippi
floodplain. A search of 18 files in
the DIALOG database produced

no titles on black willow propa-
gation specific to south Texas.
We conducted field trials to
obtain information on desired
diameter, length of cuttings, and
expected survival in the Lower
Rio Grande Valley.

Methods

Cuttings of black willow were
rooted at a site adjacent to a
resaca for 2 successive years.
The site was located south of
McAllen near the Pharr Settling
Basin and about 1,100 m north of
the Rio Grande River. The soil
was a Matamoros silty clay, with
the top 38 cm typically a cal-
careous, moderately alkaline,
moist silty clay (5). The slope
was less than 2%.

Cuttings were taken from trees
of various ages adjacent to the
resaca. Three hundred and
ninety-four cuttings were placed
in the margins of three ditches
in late February 1985. The
ditches were about 30 to 200 m
from the edge of the resaca.
One hundred and sixty-two cut-
tings were placed in the side of
the ditch closer to the resaca (15
to 200 m from the edge) in late
February 1986. All ditches were
about 0.3 m deep.

Cuttings were watered once
after planting. Survival checks
were made on May 16, 1985,
June 9, 1986, and January 9,
1987. Diameter of the cutting
and length of the aboveground



portion of the cutting were
measured on June 9, 1986.
Height of the live growth was
measured on January 9, 1987.
Precipitation records were kept
at the Santa Ana National Wild-
life Refuge, which is 10 km to
the east.

We did not control the depth
to which the cuttings were
placed. Most were placed
upright, to about 30 cm depth,
and cuttings were typically 130
cm in total length. Several cut-
tings that assumed a more hori-
zontal position after several
months rooted nevertheless.

Results

Seventy-five (19%) of the cut-
tings planted in 1985 were alive
after 3 months, but only 18
(4.5%) remained alive at the 16-
and 23-month checks (table 1).
No cuttings died between the
latter two checks in 1985. At the
16-month check, mean diameter
of live cuttings was 3.5 cm and
mean above-ground length of
successful cuttings was 91 cm
(table 2). Heights of the live por-
tion of the cuttings ranged from
85 to 200 cm (mean = 158,
standard deviation = 42) after
23 months.

Ninety-three (57%) of the cut-
tings planted in 1986 were alive
after 3 months, and 84 (52%) sur-
vived 11 months (table 1). At the
3-month check, mean diameter
of live cuttings was 2.1 cm and

mean above-ground length of
successful cuttings was 52 cm
(table 2). Heights of the live por-
tion of the cuttings after 11
months ranged from 40 to 320
cm (mean = 165, standard devia-
tion = 62). The plants had not
yet dropped their leaves on
January 9, 1987.

Discussion

Cuttings with diameters of 0.9
to 4.5 cm, and lengths of about
50 to 150 cm were rooted suc-
cessfully. We have rooted black
willow cuttings of up to 10 cm
diameter adjacent to the water's
edge at another site. Briscoe (1)
suggested that larger and longer
cuttings may be preferable, but
our results were not as good as
those obtained with shorter and
smaller diameter cuttings. The
smaller diameter cuttings placed

Fall 1988/31

in the ground in 1986 had much
greater rooting success (52% vs.
4.5%). A greater portion of the
1986 cuttings were from smaller,
presumably younger, trees.

The 1986 plantings had a
smaller percentage of subtermi-
nal cuttings. Few basal cuts were
used in either planting. The 1986
cuttings were placed in a ditch
that was closer to the resaca,
where soil moisture may have
been slightly higher than the site
where the 1985 cuttings were
planted. Precipitation, however,
was 179% greater in 1985 for
both the 2-month (66 vs. 37 mm)
and 8-month (530 vs. 296 mm)
periods after cuttings were
placed in the ground.

Other possible reasons for the
great difference in rooting suc-
cess between the 2 years may
include differences in physio-
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logical conditions of the parent
trees when cuttings were taken
or other differences in climatic
or soil conditions. Overall,
results were not as good as that
reported for the lower Mis-
sissippi floodplain (1, 8, 9).

Additional studies are needed
to determine the optimum
month for rooting cuttings,
diameter and length of cuttings,
depth at which to set cuttings,
age and size of parent trees, and
basal versus subterminal cut-
tings. Until these studies are
completed, we recommend root-
ing cuttings in January or early
February in the Lower Rio
Grande Valley, and taking basal
cuttings from smaller size seed-
lings and sprouts. Cuttings
should be set 40 cm into the
ground, either in a hole
punched with a planting rod or
in the slit made with a subsoil
plow as recommended by Maisen-
helder and Heavrin (9).
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