Johnson’s Willow, Lichfield

John Winterton

Johnson’s Willow stands beside Stowe Pool in Lichfield. The original tree,
which may have been planted around 1700, became famous for its great
size. In the eighteenth century it was widely known as ‘the Lichfield
Willow’; it acquired the name of ‘Johnson’s Willow’ because of the
interest in it shown by Samuel Johnson, who always visited the tree
whenever he returned to Lichfield in later life. In 1781 Johnson asked Dr
Trevor Jones of Lichfield to write a detailed description of the tree, which
is still an important source of information.
The Willow also figures in the works of the Lichfield poet Anna Seward
(1742–1809) and the American poet Elizabeth Graeme Fergusson (1737–
1801). Fergusson wrote two long ‘Odes on the Litchfield Willow’, in
which she celebrated Johnson and other cultural figures who might have
walked beneath the Willow’s boughs; she also used this tree, along with its
ancestors and descendants, to symbolise the spread of civilisation from the
ancient world to modern Britain and America. Three stanzas from
Fergusson’s first Willow ode are quoted opposite.
Because of the tree’s connection with Johnson, many later visitors to
Lichfield came to view it. The tree eventually became decayed, and in
1829 it was blown down. A Second Willow, grown from a cutting of the
original, was planted on the same site in 1830; it too was blown down, in a
great storm in 1881. The Third Willow – again a true descendant – was not
planted out beside Stowe Pool until 1898; in 1956 it was found to be
unsafe, and was felled after cuttings had been taken to raise a new tree.
The Fourth Willow (the current tree on the site) was planted in 1959 as part
of the celebrations of the 250th anniversary of Johnson’s birth. Because of
decay and concerns over safety, the Fourth Willow was pollarded in 2014,
2016 and 2018 to prolong its life; cuttings from it have also been taken, so
that a Fifth Willow can be planted when the time comes.
Today, Johnson’s Willow is an important part of Lichfield’s heritage, and
remains, for residents and visitors alike, a much-loved link with Johnson
and his age.

Johnson and His Willow
Sure Phoebus’ Son was Johnson named
He various talents Shared!
Verse, Genius, Knowledge, Wisdom claimed
A Genuine Bard Declared!
His native Soil he oft Retrod,
which Reared this wondrous Tree;
With filial Love marked the abode
Of Both their Infancy.
Thus when in Future each is known
to Bloom with lengthened years
He like His kindred Willow Shown
yet Vernal both appears!
Elizabeth Graeme Fergusson,
‘Two Odes on the Litchfield Willow’
(extract from first ode,
transcribed from manuscript,
with modernised spelling)

Johnson’s Willow stands on the north side of Stowe Pool in Lichfield. To
reach it from the cathedral end of Dam Street, turn down Reeve Lane, then
take the path nearest to the pool, which runs along the embankment; the
Willow is located next to this path, at the point where the parallel lower
path is joined by one running from Gaia Lane (see map).

Further reading: John Winterton, ‘“This vegetable and unparalleled wonder”:
Johnson’s Willow’, The Transactions of the Johnson Society 2017, pp. 30–49;
John Winterton, ‘Johnson’s Willow: An Update’, The Transactions of the
Johnson Society 2018, pp. 52–6.
For the Johnson Society (Lichfield) visit www.thejohnsonsociety.org.uk
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