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BEFORE YOU START

f you are considering planting

Agastache (anise hyssop) for your
bees, we offer two pieces of advice crucial
for avoiding disappointment. First and
foremost, resist unreasonable expectations.
The often-quoted figure from Terry (1872)
of supporting 100 hives of bees on an acre
of anise hyssop is almost certainly an
exaggeration. Further, production of over
a ton of honey per acre as suggested by
Mayer et al. (1982) may be possible, but in
our opinion is unlikely to be realized by
most beekeepers. In the previous two arti-
cles of this series, we suggested 1,000 Ibs.
of honey per acre as a potential production
goal. Consider planting for bees as an
investment where the time, effort and
resources used to establish the planting
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represent the amount of initial investment,
the cost of land and maintenance as the
overhead, and the nectar collected each
year as the interest. If you are in this only
for the short term, you will likely be disap-
pointed. Planting for bees is a long-term
proposition. It is not a panacea, and it is
not for everyone.

Second, think of your planting as a
ongoing research endeavor that is breaking
new ground. To appreciate the signifi-
cance of this statement, consider two fields
of com. The first is 2 contemporary corn
field that could be found on many modem
farms. If the farmer is skilled, there is not
a weed in the field, the plants are of uni-
form height and development and are pre-
cisely spaced in uniform rows. The field
is lush green and growing “like a weed”,
efficiently using the water and fertilizer
that the farmer has provided.

Now, consider the story we have all
heard about the Native Americans teach-
ing the Pilgrims to grow corn. As the
story goes, several seeds were placed in
small hills that had been made with a dig-
ging stick. For best results, each hill was
furnished with a fish as fertilizer. We
might envision these early corn patches as
series of scattered hills, each containing
several plants of varying quality, but with-
out the robustness of today’s corn. The

patch was probably replete with weeds and
a variety of other pests. Although this
may seem crude by our standards, it repre-
sented an impcoved corn production tech-
nology that had advanced considerably
over the previous thousands of years. The
corn that the Pilgrims planted had already
been developed to the point where it had
diverged considerably from its original
wild progenitors, and it would clearly have
been recognizable today as corn.

Native Americans were actually fairly
sophisticated when it came to developing
crops.. By the time they were teaching the
Pilgrims how to plant corn, they had
developed many strains of corn and other
crops (see Smith, 1992). The point is: the
corn patch we just envisioned, perhaps a
little condescendingly, was well on its way
to becoming the corn of today. Most
changes that occur as a plant species
becomes domesticated (Harlan, 1992) had
already occurred. Its ears were fewer and
much larger than its progenitors. They
retained their kernels until harvest, and the
kernels germinated only a few days after
planting. Modern com breeding has inten-
sified these changes and added some new
ones as well. Whereas corn might have
originally been planted in hills to facilitate
poilination, and perhaps to use the fish as
fertilizer, it can now effectively be planted
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in rows. It responds very efficiently to the
inorganic fertilizer the farmer gives it. It
has been selected for minimal adverse
effects from the variety of herbicides com-
monly applied in its production. It has
also been selected to be resistant to many
com insects and diseases.

To conclude our analogy, when you
make an Agastache planting, you are at a
stage several thousand years before the
“hill and fish™ stage of agriculture.
Agastache are still wild plants without
centuries of genetic adaptation to cultiva-
tion. There are no cooperative extension
recommendations for fertilizer, varieties,
or weed control. You are starting on the
bottom floor: so don’t expect the perfec-
tion you see in the modem com field. The
potential for failure is fairly high. You
will be working in a research mode, set-
ting your own standards.

Start Small

The next piece of advice is to start
small and expand based on your experi-
ences. The plethora of problems that bee-
keepers shared with us in the July 1994
issue of this column suggests that devoting
the effort to establish a single acre of
Agastache without prior experience would
be very risky. One beekeeper in
California, for example, invested several
thousand dollars and considerable energy
attempting to establish a two-acre plant-
ing, only to have it disappear within three
years, without any return on his invest-
ment.

Expand your initial planting as you
learn more about what is successful for
you. Remember you are working in a
research mode. Your initial planting will
serve as your first indicator of future prob-

lems. It will, for instance, indicate how
much weeding will be required. Our expe-
rience is that weeding can be daunting for
the first two years. We speculate that this
is one of the main reasons why few large
Agastache plantings have been made.
Suggestions for weed control follow later
in this article.

A small planting can also serve as an
indicator of attractiveness to honey bees.
As we pointed out in the July article, we
are unsure why Agasrache is occasionally
attractive only to bumble bees. Although
we believe that this is often related to
corolla tube length, we also offered other
hypotheses. One of the best ways to deter-
mine the attractiveness of Agasrache under
your conditions is to plant a small trial
patch and then monitor bee visitation
(Ayers et al., 1987; Widrlechner, 1992).
In our opinion, the trial should include a
minimum of 100 plants, and we suspect
that it need not number more than 500.
We think this minimum-size recommenda-
tion is important for avoiding false nega-
tive results because it ensures that enough
nectar will be available to “attract the
bees’ attention.”

Among the many dividends that this
first small planting can provide should be
copious amounts of seeds for later plant-
ings. Seeds can be easily collected by
shaking the inflorescences into a bucket,
beginning about 30 days after flowering
starts and repeating the procedure at two-
week intervals until a hard freeze occurs.

Location

Because of the uncertainty associated
with local conditions at planting sites, we
strongly suggest locating your small test
plantings where you expect to make larger

Figure 1 - Leaves of Agastache foeniculum (top) and A. rugosa (bottom).
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plantings. Your test plantings will help
you judge the adaptability of Agastache to
the site. Perhaps the site will be too wet or
dry or will have an extreme soil pH.
Inappropriate site selection can show itself
in several ways. First, the plants may sim-
ply grow very slowly or even die. At
other times, the plants may grow reason-
ably well, but the weeds grow even better.
It becomes a constant battle to keep weeds
from overrunning the Agastache. You
should expect to provide considerable
weed control during the first two years.
but if the weed populations have not
diminished considerably by year three,
consider planting some other crop. Our
experience has been that, by the third year,
a planting that will be successful over the
long-term should be capable of outcompet-
ing most weeds on a suitable site.

Diversify Your Planting

Our experiences indicate that different
populations of Agastache vary in attrac-
tiveness to bees (Widrlechner, 1992), in
disease resistance (Fuentes-Granados,
1993), in essential oil composition
(Charles et al., 1991), and in their ability
to compete with weeds. We speculate that
similar genetic diversity also exists for
adaptation to different soils and climates.
Unfortunately, these qualities will be
somewhat site specific, and even the best
accessions in our trials may not perform
well under other circumstances.
Therefore, we suggest making several
small plantings from different sources, and
then retaining the best for future propaga-
tion.

For beekeepers in the western Great
Lakes and northern Great Plains states, we
suggest that the bulk of your planting
should be of A. foeniculum. This is its
native range (Lint and Epling, 1945) and it
has grown well for both of us. One of our
respondents from Maine also reported
good results with this species, so we
would not limit plantings to the Upper
Midwest. We caution, however, that
Melvin Pellett (1965) indicated that a dis-
proportionately large number of failures of
A. foenicuium plantings seemed to occur in
the eastern United States. From our
responses, one from California and two
from North Carolina reported difficulty
with maintaining plantings of this species.

Both A. nepetoides and A. scrophulari-
ifolia are native to the eastern United
States (Lint and Epling, 1945), but our
experience indicates that they grow poorly
under open-field cultivation, especially
under dry conditions. We speculate that
they may be useful for planting in partial
shade, such as along woodlot edges.
resembling their natural habitat.

We recommend avoiding large plant-
ings of A. rugosa for we have both found
it to be short lived and research at the
North Central Regional Plant Introduction
Station (Block et al., 1989; Fuentes-
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