The Sweet Clovers: Yellow (Melilotus officinalis) and White (M. alba) –Friends to Bees and Beekeepers; Noxious Weeds to Weed Scientists and Some Livestock Owners
Sweet Clover (Melilotus. Greek word from Meli = honey + lotos; the Greek lotos was a kind of clover, perhaps white sweet clover). There are about 20 species of sweet clover, natives of Asia, Africa and Europe. Four have been introduced into North America.
Sweet clover was known to the Greeks over 2000 years ago. It has been valued for about as long in the Mediterranean region and valued as a honey plant as well as for forage and for green manure.  They are now distributed world wide and have been cultivated in Australia, South Africa and the United States.  Only three species have been cultivated in the U.S., white biennial (M. alba) yellow (M. officinalis) and small yellow (M. indica). 

Sweet clover is adaptable to great extremes of climate and soil, and will produce a valuable crop of forage in sections where alfalfa and other clovers will not succeed. It grows vigorously in climates as severe as that of Quebec Canada to the semi-arid regions of Utah and Colorado.  If planted in poor sterile land it will deepen and enrich the impoverished soil and again render it productive.

Sweet clover honey. Sweet clover honey is white or nearly white; but unlike alfalfa honey, under certain soil conditions, it is light amber.  Some areas report that it has a greenish tint.  The flavor is suggestive of vanilla.  The body is regarded as medium.  It is an excellent honey for blending with other honies and is often found mixed with alfalfa honey.

Years ago large acreages of sweet clover grew on uncultivated land, along ditch banks, fence rows and railroad right-of-ways.  Besides these valuable “wild” sources large acreages were planted for pasture and hay.  On occasion, sweet clover is sown today as a soil retention and enrichment crop for new roadway and construction projects.  Sweet clovers are good green manure crops due to the fact that they are “nitrogen fixers” or store nitrogen in their roots.
Several factors have contributed to the decline of sweet clover acreage. Herbicides and weed sprays have eliminated much of the growth along roads, railways and on uncultivated wasteland.  “clean” cultivation and cleared fence rows eliminate it on parcels of land where it once thrived.  
Perhaps one of the most instrumental factors in its’ decline is the fact that sweet clover hay when not properly cured as silage, can form an anticoagulant chemical called dicoumerol which if eaten in large enough quantities by livestock, can result in fatal hemorrhaging. This is usually not a major concern if sweet clover hay is mixed with other feedstock, but because of the risk, sweet clover hay is seldom if ever cultivated as a hay crop nowadays. Also because of this disfavor by farmers and stock producers, its use has practically disappeared as a forage and green manure crop on cultivated land.  
Even with all the measures now being taken to limit and in some cases eradicate sweet clover in some parts of the country, it is so persistent that it survives in spite of these threats.  This trait is most valuable in reclaiming and stabilizing barren areas of roadsides and strip mined lands.  From a practical point of view, sweet clover is no more of an invasive species or noxious weed than are most of the introduced ornamental plants and turf grasses that proliferate in our environment nowadays.
Within the larger environment, many of the browsing animals, birds and pollinating insects have come to depend upon sweet clover as part of their diet. The introduction of sweet clover to the Great Plains region, including Colorado in the 1860’s, allowed for the eventual establishment and survival of beekeeping in these areas.

From a historical standpoint, enormous honey crops were obtained from the great stands of sweet clover in the upper Midwestern states.  During the early 1900’s and up to the 1950’s several hundred pounds of fine white honey was a normal crop expectation from a colony in a good sweet clover region. It was formerly the leading honey plant in the U.S. but has now fallen to the point where it is barely on a par with other leguminous honey plants.
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