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WILLOWS IN THE WIND 

-- Mark Spreyer 

Willows whiten, aspens quiver, 
Little breezes dusk and shiver. 

--Tennyson 

Believe it or not, I've been writing this 
newsletter for ten years and I hope to 
write it for many years to come but 
sometimes, the writing doesn't come 
easy. The other night, was one of 
those difficult times. 

As I reached for a bottle of 
aspirin to alleviate a headache, it 
hit me-- willows. 

You see the scientific 
name for the willow genus is 
Salix and the main ingredient 
in the original 1899 aspirin was 
salicin, an extract from willows. 

I'm not going to attempt to sort 
through 100 or so North American 
willows and their confusing hybrids. I don't have 
enough aspirin for that. 

I'd like to concentrate on three of the more 
obvious ones: the pussy willow, the weeping willow, and 
one of Stillman's biggest trees, the black willow. 

Pussy Willow (Salix discolor) 
Most willows, including the pussy willow, grow as 

multi-stemmed shrubs rather than as trees and all 
willows have catkins. 

What's a catkin? It is an elongate array of tiny 
stalkless unisexual flowers. Why am I telling you this? 
Because catkins is the scientific word for the velvety male 
"pussies" that you might see blossoming in late winter. (If 
a pussy willow has catkins does a dogwood have puppykins? 
Sorry.) 

The flowers emerge slowly. The eye-catching soft "fur" 

is followed by beautiful golden stamens. These flowers are 
so laden with pollen that, when "little breezes dusk and 
shiver," they produce distinctive puffs of yellow dust. Is it 
any wonder that they are sometimes crowded with 
bees gathering the pollen to make pollen-cakes 

for their young. 
Besides the obvious spring 

display, one of the pussy willows 
here at Stillman is a regular stop 

for me on my fall tours of the 
property. 

In that season, the pussy 
willow hosts a pine cone willow 

gall which, as the same suggests, 
looks like a pine cone. It can be 
found at the tips of the willow's 
branches, 
A gall, by the way, is caused 

when an insect secretes a chemical that 
causes a plant to grow in an aberrant manner. 

In this case, the occupant of the pine cone gall 
is the larva of a small gnat which is just two tenths 

of an inch long. But enough of this gnat-picking. 

Weeping Willow (Salix babylonica) 
Unlike black and pussy willows, weeping willows 

aren't native to this continent. As the scientific name 
suggests, weepers come from Asia. 

Like all willows, weeping willows are easily started 
from a sprig. Just stick it in some water and watch 

the rootlets sprout. When you think of where willows 
grow-- along rivers, streams and other places prone to 
flooding-- this asexual method of reproduction is a handy 
adaptation. 

If a flood washes away a bank and the willow that 
grew on it, odds are one of its branches will end up on 
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a spit of mud or in a shallow pool downstream. With the 
passage of time, that branch will take root and a new 
willow will be on its way. 

In this country, most weeping willows are male clones 
and thus produce no fruit. Since reproduction for a willow 
is as easy as dropping a twig in running water, the clones 
can be found growing where no human planted them. 

In its native China, this willow was often planted by 
graves and in temple grounds. Perhaps this association 
with places of mourning inspired the "weeping" 
appellation. 

Decades ago, my father and I planted two weeping 
willows in a wet spot on the property. They grew fast and 
sucked up the water, just as we had hoped. 

Odds are they weren't pure Salix babylonica but rather 
the more winter-hardy hybrid S. blanda, the Wisconsin 
weeping willow. O.K., no more hybrids, I promise. 

Black Willow (Salix nigra) 
While some may appreciate the graceful form of a 

weeping willow, give me the craggy old coot of the 
willow family, the black willow. 

This tree can be found growing in every 
county in Illinois and every state east of the 
Mississippi River. 

The black willow, one of 
the world's largest willows, varies in 
appearance with where it is growing. On a 
Cape Hatteras dune, it just a shrub. Along 
an eastern seaboard stream, it is a tree 
reaching a height of forty to fifty feet. 
In the southern reaches of the Mississippi River's 
floodplain, a black willow can reach a height of 100 feet 
in a mere forty years. 

Here at Stillman, we have a couple of sprawling 
specimens of our own. They have large forks which lean 
outward giving the tree a "slouching picturesqueness" as 
Donald Culross Peattie wrote. 

Over the years, these willows have hosted many 
species of wildlife: warblers flitting from branch to branch 
in search of tiny bugs, young owls glaring down from there 
lofty perches, and harried raccoons scrambling up and 
away from barking tormentors. 

Unfortunately, willows are short-lived, rarely 
living past 85. But, as I've watched our black 
willows here at Stillman, I have some questions 
about that figure. 

For example, one of the largest willows 
came down in a heap some years ago. 
After the chainsaws were done, all 
that was left was the short, thick 
trunk and a few feet of each main 
branch that the trunk divided into. 

Was the tree dead? Not quite.  

As the years passed, flexible yellow branches grew from 
one of the large "dead" arms. Nutrients and water were 
obviously flowing from the roots and through the tissues 
of this "goner." 

So when is a tree dead? A recent Chicago Tribune 
story provided an answer that fits our black willow like a 
glove. 

The article is about the fate of the world's second-
biggest tree, a sequoia known as the Washington Tree. 
The tree, by the way, is at least 2,500 years old, 

"We don't know if it's dying or not," said Bill Tweed, 
chief ranger at Sequoia National Parks. 

"One branch with green leaves connected by live 
tissue to one root" is all that's needed for a tree to be 
considered alive, Tweed stated. 

Then, there is little reason to weep for Stillman's 
black willow. It will, like its relatives, withstand the force 
of winds and storms by being supple and readily taking 
root. 

PROGRAMS 

Program Basics: TO MAKE RESERVATIONS for 
programs (except for bird banding open houses), 
PLEASE CALL US AT 428-OWLS(6957), OR EMAIL 
STILLMAN AT stillnc@flash.net . Remember to include 
your name, phone number, and the number of people that 
will be attending. 

If less than 5 - 10 people (varying with the activity) have 
called two days prior to a program, the program could 
well be cancelled. So, don't forget to call the nature 
center in advance. If you discover that you are unable 
to attend, please call to cancel your reservations. This 
courtesy will be greatly appreciated. 

WOODCOCK WATCHES 

In past years, the woodcocks have put on quite a 
show. Hopefully, the weather will cooperate and will 
have another good nuptial display this year. Bring you 
binoculars and come join the fun! 

Date: Saturday, March 26 & April 2 
Time: 5:00PM until 7:00PM 
Fee: None 
Age: 10 years and up 

• • • • • • • • 

Nature can provide for the needs of people; [she] can't provide 
for the greed of people. 

-Mohandas K. Gandhi 



paperbark maple 
black maple 
common alder 
white alder 
river birch 
red maple 
Kentucky coffeetree 
swamp white oak 
bald cypress 
lacebark elm 
black gum 

$700.00 
500.00 
600.00 
500.00 
650.00 
600.00 
650.00 
600.00 
700.00 
600.00 
600.00 

SUMMER HOURS BEGIN IN APRIL 
In March, Stillman will be open to drop-in visitors 
on Sundays from 11 AM to 4 PM. Starting in April, 
Stillman will be open Sundays from 9 AM to 4 PM. 

Please note that the Stillman Nature Center is 
available, by reservation, during the week to school 
classes, Audubon chapters, garden clubs, and other 
organized groups. For a brochure that describes the 
programs and fees, just call (847) 428-OWLS or email 
us and we'll be happy to send you one. 

BIRD BANDING 
Watch Mark Spreyer, a licensed bird bander, measure, 
weigh and record data about our resident and migratory 
birds. Birds are not caught in a predictable manner, so 
come prepared to hike the trails. With luck, you'll see a 
bird in the hand and two in the bush. If it 
is raining, the banding open house will 
be cancelled. 

Dates: Sundays, April 3 & May 1 
Time: 9:00AM to Noon 
Fee: None 

SUNDAY MORNING BIRD WALKS 
Our naturalist will lead these morning walks. Migration 
will be under way and you never know what we might 
find. Binoculars and field guides are a must. If you don't 
have any, don't worry, Stillman does. Please call (847) 
428 -OWLS to make reservations. 

CALLING VOLUNTEERS 

Dania Sapp and her indefatigable landscape volunteers 
need help. Duties include buckthorn clearing, prairie 
burning and wildflower planting. 

Stillman has the tools. We need healthy, outdoor-loving 
bodies to wield them. Thursday mornings are our usual 
work times. We start at 9:00 AM and wrap up around 
noon. Questions? Call 428-OWLS(6957) or email us at 
stillnc@flash.net . 

TRIBUTE TREES 
Tribute trees are planted to honor or celebrate 

persons or events that have touched our lives. 
On occasion, one of the trees listed below is not 

available. Trees not on the list can be requested. So, 
don't hesitate to call with questions or to work out the 
details. 

Date: Sundays, April 24 & May 8 
Time: 8:00AM 
Fee: None 
Age: 10 years and up 

FRIDAY MORNING BIRD WALK 
Just like above but on a weekday. Mark Spreyer, former 
Director of Chicago's peregrine falcon project, will lead 
the walk. Binoculars and field guides are a must. If you 
don't have any, don't worry, Stillman does. Please call 
428 -OWLS to make reservations. 

Date: Friday, April 30 
Time: 8:00AM 
Fee: None 
Age: 10 years and up 

WILDFLOWER WALKS 
Join us as we explore Stillman's woodlands 
in search of ephemeral beauties such 
as white trillium, may-apple, Virginia 
bluebell and jack-in-the- 
pulpit. Bring your camera! 

Dates: Sundays, May 1 & 8 
Time: 2:00PM 
Age: 10 years and up 
Fee: None 

Each generation takes the earth as trustees. We ought to 
bequeath to posterity as many forests and orchards as we have 
exhausted and consumed. 

--J. Sterling Morton, founder of Arbor Day 
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STILLMAN NATURE CENTER 
BOARD MEMBERS 

Susan Allman, President • Jim Kaltsas, Vice President • Mike Levin, Treasurer 
Rita Mueller, Secretary • Eva Combs, Legal Advisor • William Brough • Joy Sweet • Bill Mueller 

Roger Laegeler • Carroll Jackman • George Sawicki • John Albanese 

BOARD MEMBER EMERITUS: 
Frank Spreyer 

Mark Spreyer, Director & Newsletter Editor 
Jill Kohler, Newsletter Illustrator 

If you aren't already a member, please consider joining us. 
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❑ Yes, I'd like to become a member of the Stillman Nature Center. 

❑ I'd like to help as a volunteer with programs or land management 

❑ Please send a gift membership from 

I enclose my tax deductible contribution of $ 1 
1 
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i 

1 
1 
i 

at the Stillman Nature Center, please call me. 

to the name and address listed below. 
$10.00 

25.00 
50.00 

100.00 
500.00 

1000.00 

Name  
Student/Senior 	  
Member 	  

Address 
Supporting Member 	 

1 
Contributing Member 	 
Sustaining Member 	 

I 
Telephone  Partner 	  

Barrington, IL 60010-9578 

I 
Please mail with your check to: 

STILLMAN NATURE CENTER, 33 West Penny Road, South 
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