Gallberry Goodness
by

Eyes Right

Raleigh, NC – “Follow the pollen, that’s what we do, just follow the pollen.”  This was the mantra of bee farmed, Barry Hines, when I spoke to him at the North Carolina State Farmers Market just south of here inside the Beltline.  Mr. Hines and his wife operate a honey stand within the market, and while selling jars and tubes of the delicious nectar, he explained the honey business, North Carolina style.

“I take my bees wherever the pollen is.  We’ve got nearly 300 hives, so you are talking some serious hauling.  This honey comes from gallberries, which we have down in Bladen County in the spring.  Here, have a sample.”

 Mr. Hines handed me a spoon of amber colored honey.  It was indeed delicious – very sweet, very smooth ( I am tempted to wax on as pretentious wine critics seem to do.  You know the type, “It had a hint of blackberry and tobacco, and finished clean.”  But I won’t.)  What I will report is that I immediately bought an $8 jar and several small plastic tubes ($1 each, or 6 for $5).

The gallberry plant, or ilex glabera, grows wild all over most of the Southeast.  It prefers a highly acidic soil and is a member of the holly family.  A mature bush grows to 4 to 8 feet in height and has small elliptical leaves with small, black berries in the fall.  The fruit has a bitter taste for humans (hence the name), but birds seem to love it.  Bees flock to the creamy to greenish-white flowers in late spring and produce a distinctive honey.
The plant is a survivor of most of what nature can throw at it, including wildfires, because it grows back from rhizomes in the soil after everything has been burned above ground.  It does need protection from man.  The Georgia legislature has assisted by banning the herbicide spraying of gallberry bushes due to its importance to honey bees and their contribution to agriculture in general.

As the season progresses, Mr. Hines moves his hives to other locations provided by cooperating farmers where clover and other bee pollen plants are in bloom.  I found him to be a very gregarious, friendly fellow of perhaps 60, who obviously loved his work.  He is an African- American who had developed an interest in bees as a second career. “I learned it by asking and watching,” he told me. “I prefer to use artificially inseminated queens when I start new hives.  We trick ’em by bringing in pollen during the late winter and they get started on producing a lot earlier.  I can split hives several times more doing this.”

I smiled, but did not fully understand his best attempts to explain all the details of the bee business.  What I did appreciate was his entrepreneurship and obvious work ethic.  Manning a booth at a farmers market on every weekend is a labor of love.  But this was one American who seemed genuinely at peace with himself.  And, man, that gallberry honey tastes great!
I thought you might like to know.
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