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When we look for plants to add to our gardens, to attract bees and other pollinators, we generally think of 
blooming perennials and annuals.  But certain trees and shrubs can also provide an excellent food source 
for native bees and honey bees, as well as provide habitat for other wildlife.  With thousands of flowers in 
one convenient location, trees are an abundant source of nectar and pollen.  A tree in bloom can literally 
hum as the bees buzz from flower to flower. 
 
Before planting, take time to investigate different tree species to see which one is the best fit for your 
landscape.  Here are just a few examples of trees known to be attractive to bees. 
 
Willows (Salix species) flower early in the spring and are an important 
source of pollen and nectar when little else is available.  Among the 
best for the garden are the pussy willows.  Salix discolor is native to 
much of the eastern United States where it thrives in moist soils.  It will 
tolerate somewhat drier soils better than other willows.  Salix caprea is 
native to Europe and Asia.  Male trees produce a showy display of one 
to two inch long catkins which are larger than the Salix discolor catkins.  
Salix caprea ‘Kilmarnock’ is a small, weeping pussy willow that would 
add a graceful element to the garden.  
 
Cultivated and wild Prunus species (cherry, plum, peach, chokecherries) are another early spring group of 
trees that are bee friendly.  A New York native, black cherry (Prunus serotine) is one of the largest cherry 
trees.  Plant this tree on the edge of your property so it has room to grow to its mature height of 50 to 80 
feet.  American plum (Prunus americana) is another native.  This small, deciduous tree typically grows 15 
to 25 feet tall with a broad, spreading crown and it has edible fruit that ripen in mid-summer. 
 
Other early spring trees include serviceberry (Amelanchier) and the maples (Acer).  Silver and red maples 
are important early season sources for overwintering bees. 
 
Apple and crabapple (Malus sp.) trees offer a bounty of blooms.  Among the showiest of spring bloomers, 
most crabapples have a long flowering period.  Spur flowers open first, followed by flowers on one-year 
wood.  Crabapples are happy in sun or light shade.  Trees do need well-drained soils.  In the garden setting, 
crabapples can offer year round interest.  Plus they come in a range of sizes and forms.  There are many 
named varieties of crabapples to choose from. 
 
The tulip tree (Liriodendron tulipifera) is a rich nectar source.  Native to the eastern United States, it 
produces masses of large, cup-shaped flowers in May and June.  Blooms are yellow with an orange band at 
the base of the petals.  While each flower only produces nectar for a brief period, usually 24 to 48 hours, 
nectar oozes from the petals.  A single tree can produce nectar for several weeks.  Each bloom may 
produce an entire teaspoon of nectar for the bees to sip upon.  A down side to this large shade tree is that 



it does not produce flowers until the trees are 15 to 20 years old.  A long-lived tree, it can reach 80 to 120 
feet tall at maturity. 
 
There are two species of catalpa native to North America; the northern catalpa (Catalpa speciosa) and 
southern catalpa (Catalpa bignonioides).  Catalpas are a medium-sized, deciduous tree that typically grow 
30 to 60 feet tall.  They have an irregular, broad, rounded crown.  Also called the “Indian Bean Tree” it is a 
valuable early summer source of nectar.  The large, orchid-like flowers attract honey and bumble bees 
during the day and are visited by moths at night.  Catalpa’s are a messy tree and not for everyone.  They 
will drop a heavy load of flowers in late spring, followed by a large number of leaves in the fall after a hard 
frost.  During the winter, the large, snake-like seedpods fall to the ground releasing their seeds. 
 
Other bee worthy spring and early summer bloomers include: red bud (Cercis canadensis), yellow wood 
(Cladrastis lutea), black gum (Nyssa sylvatica), hop tree (Ptelea trifoliate), wild pear (Pyrus communis) and 
sassafras (Sassafras albidum). 

 
American linden (Tilia americana)  may be the ultimate bee magnet!  When in 
full bloom, bees often visit the fragrant, yellow flowers in such high numbers 
that their humming can be heard many feet away from the tree.  The strongly 
flavored honey made from these flowers is much sought after.  This native 
tree has an upright habit that develops into a broad, spreading tree.  The 
heart shaped foliage provides dense shade.  A stately tree, American lindens 
are used as specimen plants.  There are several named cultivars available. 
 
Wind-pollinated trees may be visited by bees for their pollen.  These include 
trees such as alder (Alnus), hazelnut (Corylus Americana), ash (Fraxinus), oak 
(Quercus) and elm (Ulmus). 
 
 

Consider adding one of these trees to your landscape and take pollination to a whole new level. 
 
Resources for this article include:  Ohio State University, Missouri Botanical Garden, Philadelphia 
Beekeepers Guild, Pollinator Partnership, USDA National Agroforestry Center, USDA NRCS and Dyck 
Arboretum. 
 

 

American Linden 
Source: Missouri Botanical Garden  


