Pollinator Patch with Juliet from Hive Helpers
On the Banks of Green Willow

| wanted to talk this month about willow in all its forms because it holds such value for pollinators, and |
remembered George Butterworth’s wonderful elegiac piece On the Banks of Green Willow which is playing
as | write this. Butterworth was an English composer who died during the Battle of the Somme in 1916 and
was awarded the MC for gallantry. | have an abiding memory of him in an early black and white film
showing him doing a Morris dance and waving a white hanky in more peaceful times. It seemed to sum up
all that was lost in that awful conflict. Butterworth would have had the weeping willow (Salix babylonica) in
mind, but all willows have the wonderful catkins that provide our pollinators with the valuable pollen with
which they feed their brood.

Willows are famously water-loving and we’ve certainly had plenty of that this year! They’re also very easy
to propagate: simply stick a bit in the ground and it will start to sprout. Osier willow (Salix viminalis) is
widely used to make living structures such as arches, arbours and windbreaks, as the ‘withies’ (strong,
flexible willow stems) very quickly green up and can be woven together. We use willow at the farm as a
screen for our apiary. Willow is also great for basketry and wreaths, as the withies come in a variety of
colours.

Pollinator plant of the month — Willow

There are many different species of Willow (Salix), and one of the best
willows for pollinators is the goat willow (Salix caprea) because it is
such an early source of pollen. It is often found in native hedgerows.
The male catkins look like cat’s paws (it is also known as pussy willow)
which become yellow when ripe with pollen; the female catkins (on a
separate tree) are longer and green, and when pollinated, the flowers
turn into woolly seeds which you can often see littering the ground
around the tree. It is invaluable for bees of all types, as well as being
the main food plant for the beautiful purple emperor butterfly.
Interestingly, willow is pollinated by the wind, not by the many insects
which visit it for its pollen!

Wild bee of the month — Red mason bee

Red mason bee by Alex Potts The Red mason bee (Osmia bicornis) is a solitary bee
species, and gets its name from its habit of nesting in
cavities in masonry and using mud to construct its
nest. Red mason bees will also readily use bee hotels,
and are commonly found in urban areas, especially
gardens and parks on south- facing locations. They are
active from late March until June, when the females
lay their eggs in single cells, provision with pollen and
nectar, and seal each cell with mud where they
develop and emerge the following spring. These bees
are quite easy to identify, especially the females as
they have black boxy heads and inward curving horns to help them manipulate the mud, and dense
gingery-red hair. Red mason bees are excellent pollinators, especially in orchards, and they also love
willow!




Other March plants for pollinators

Our native primrose (Primula vulgaris) is loved by long-tongued insects such as butterflies and bee flies,
which can reach the nectar at the base of the flower tube. They self-seed, or you can dig up clumps and
divide them, so you always have a supply. Spring-flowering hellebores including the native stinking
hellebore (Helleborus foetidus) are also good sources of early nectar and pollen —and don’t forget to leave
your dandelions to flower!



