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HISTORY of WILLOW
Oldest reference to third millennium BC in the ancient Near East. Referred to as the embodiment of the Goddess of life, Inana, by the Sumerians. Grown on the banks of the Euphrates it was called ‘hulab’ or ‘hulappa.’

The Greeks and Romans symbolised the goddess Hecate, whom they feared.

The Romans used pollarding techniques for support in vineyards. 1 acre of willow provided 25 acres of pollarded vineyard. Practice shields were also made of willow.

Shakespeare referred to Salix Babylonica in reference to the death of Ophelia.

DIVERSITY

Willows range from creeping alpines, Salix herbacea, that grow in arctic and mountainous regions, to 25m trees such as Salix fargessi, found in Central China. Salix exigua in Western America and Northern Mexico, and Salix repens is a creeping type preferring boggy heath land in Europe and North Asia.

Versatile, once established needs no further fertiliser.

Respond well to regular cropping.

APPLICATIONS

Craft

Suited for basketry and hurdles, livestock pens, crab and lobster pots, as well as basketry furniture (2-3 yr. old), baseball bats, barrels and cabinets (Salix nigra x blanda) and wigwam plant climbers. Cricket bats are made of White willow (Salix alba), first produced by a Mr. Nicolls in the East Sussex village of Robertsbridge.  The coracle is an ancient river boat made such, and still used in Wales.

Live willow sculptures include domes, tunnels, arbours, screens and mazes.

Trugs are garden baskets produced from thin willow strips, the edges and handles of chestnut.

Incorporates art, craft, design, ecology, science and industrial processes.

It is easy to make artist charcoal from small amounts.

The fast growing rods are favoured.

Shelter

Windbreaks (viminalis  and purpurea) and shelterbreaks because they are tolerant of high altitude, exposure, coastal areas and poor soils. Typically, they will grow 2-3m in the first year, 5m in 3 years.

Windspeeds can be reduces by up to 60%.  The tough qualities of viminalis may ultimately reach 8m. The less vigorous suit garden hedges.

Ornamental plant

Abundant catkins in spring.

Attractive leaves during the summer.

Brightly coloured stems.

Wildlife plant

Produce nectar and pollen when little else is available (late Jan. to late spring).

They are used in orchards to provide pollination and shelter.

Fodder use in Australia, excluding the bitter-tasting purpurea.

Their dense foliage encourage many caterpillars. 

Old pollarded trees have open centres good for nesting, and build up a dense leaf mulch encouraging fungi. 

They have a symbiotic relationship with mosses, lichens and ferns, woodlice, centipedes, weevils and beetles.

Can survive for 50 years or more.

Medical properties

As far back as the Romans Discorides recommended the bark for relief of pain and low fever. Called salicin, a gluoside with a bitter taste extracted from the young stems. The Greek Hippocrates also recommended it. During the Middle ages the bark of Salix alba was boiled for such use.

In 1763 the Royal Society Medical Association of GB issued the first scientific report of its bark involving 50 patients.

Because of its bitter qualities it drifted in use and returned in 1828 when a Bachner, Professor of Pharmacy in Munich, produced a more refined substance. It was later again refined by a French pharmacist.

Salicylic acid can also be found in Gaultheria.

Felix Hoffmann separated the sodium salt from the acid and reduced any side effects. He produced acetylsalicylic acid in a pure and stable form; the heart’s performance was improved and its effect on pain was maintained. By 1899 Aspirin was commercially produced from it.

Bioengineering techniques

Soil stabilisation for riverbanks and steep verges. 

Its fibrous roots bind the soil preventing the river’s under-running. Its numerous shoots trap OM promoting layering and the production of more OM.

Waste management in the development of biological filtration systems.

Mini wetland ecosystems using willow and reed detoxify waste such as farm slurry, human and industrial waste.

For land reclamation and soil improvement for cold, wet and high altitude sites. Salix purpurea is a good pioneer, especially as a variety resistant to salt. Used on estuaries for reclaiming land.

Some trials in this country have shown that coil spoils with a high pyrite content can be planted up and fed sewage sludge. 

Biomass production

Super willows produce more biomass than most other crops; as high as 20-30 tonnes of fresh material (10-15 dry) per hectare per year.

It is dried, chipped and burned to produce heat and electricity.

Woodchip (3-4 yr. coppice) is clean burning with little ash (CO2 emitted is less than that absorbed). It is also used for mulch, play areas, equestrian runs, animal bedding, and composted for soil conditioning.

Fuel wood is cropped every 3-5 years. In ceramic stoves bundles of lengths up to 40mm diameter are ideal; short rotation coppice (1-5 years).

Charcoal is produced from crack willow, as well as gunpowder and charcoal stick production.

Wood pulp for the papermaking industry, producing good quality card and paper.

In Sweden the wood has replaced oil for industrial and domestic use.

In Denmark it is coppiced with poplar.

ESTABLISHMENT

A plantation can last for 25 years.

For the first two years weeds must be eradicated. 

On a small scale use woven polypropylene.

Allow settlement of dug ground.

Make a hole with a thin bar. Insert cutting and peg down the material to prevent rising. For 1m lengths it is not necessary.

Spacing

For basketry plant 60-70cm between rows and 30-35cm between plants. Will produce a wide range of rods.  

For crafts such as live willow structure and hurdle making, plant 90cm between rows, 60cm between plants, or 75cm between rows and plants. This produces longer and thicker rods suitable for larger work. Spacing equals 0.5 sq.m per plant or 20,000 plants per hectare. 

For fuel production plant 1m between rows and plants. Equals 1sq.m per plant. Mulch to 1m wide.

For windbreaks  plant triple rows of setts 60cm between rows and plants. Mulch to 2m wide.

For hedges a single row 30-40cm apart.

For both windbreaks and hedging in one, and quick establishment plant double rows 30cm between rows and plants, staggered spacing. Mulch to 1m wide.
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