
A little bee lore

Cave paintings in Spain from approx. 13,000 BC. show wild bees being raided for their 
honey and, certainly, by the Bronze Age, humans were keeping bees and farming them for 
honey and wax. In England early mediaeval depictions show bees being kept in hollowed 
out logs but during the Middle Ages it became usual to use straw skeps. The word 'skeppa' 
is Norse and it is the name of a container that held half a bushel. This seems a likely root 
for the name 'skep' as a container to hold bees. To keep out the cold and wet  the straw 
skeps could be protected with a coating of cow dung or else a hackle ( a cone  of straw 
which fitted over the skep rather like a hat). The skeps could be further sheltered by the 
use of 'bee boles' . These could take the form of wood and thatched open-fronted shelters 
with shelves on which to place the skeps, or could be recesses of brick or stone, either 
built into walls or as free-standing structures.

Bee bole built into the brickwork of Gainsborough Old Hall



The craft of making skeps was once part of the widespread rural craft of ' lip work' .The 
same technique was used to produce a wide range of baskets ( for laundry etc.) as well as 
bee skeps. Clean straw, prepared by cleaning, trimming and soaking for a couple of hours, 
was passed through a short length of cow horn  about one and an eighth of an inch 
diameter.This gives an untwisted continuous roll. This is coiled and bound together by split 
bramble stems cut in winter before the rise of the sap. By this method any size of round 
basket may be made  - even with lids if required.

It wasn't until the 19th century that the wooden beehive with which we are familiar came 
into use. As late as 1822 William Cobbett was writing:
' The best hives are those made of un-blighted rye straw. A swarm should always be put in 
a new hive...For if the hive be old, it is not so wholesome, and a thousand to one but it 
contain the embryos of moths and other insects injurious to bees. Over the hive itself there 
should be a cap of thatch made also of clean rye-straw, and it should not only be new 
when first put on the hive, but a new one should be made to supply the place of the former 
one every 3 or 4 months; for when the straw begins to get rotten' ....'it's effect on the bees 
is dangerous'. ' Besides the hive and its cap, there should be a sort of shed, with top, back 
and ends to give additional protection...."

As may be expected of something that has shared our lives for thousands of years, bees 
have gathered to them almost as much mythology and lore as they have nectar and 
pollen! 

Said to have come from paradise, with a connection to the planet of Venus, they have 
been seen as divine messengers able to foretell the future. As the servants of God they 
were said to hum the 100th psalm at midnight on Christmas Eve. They cannot bear 
blasphemy or swearing and it is said that they always sting fornicators the most! Bees 
respond to purity and tradition says that a virgin can walk unharmed through a swarm of 
bees.

A beekeeper must always tell the bees the family news, or they will leave and they cannot 
remain where there is anger or hatred in a household. If a member of the family dies, the 
iron door key must be struck three times upon the hive and they must be told the name of 
the deceased. They must then be allowed a period of mourning.

It was believed that hanging a sprig of juniper inside the hive would protect the bees from 
adverse magic. To make bees " love their hive and come gladly home," Gervaise Markham 
recommended " rub all within with fennel, hyssop and thyme flowers and also the stone on 
which the hive shall stand". It was said that before settling in a new swarm, lemon balm 
should be planted by the hive and also rubbed over the inside of a new hive to ensure the 
bees did not all fly away.

A bee flying into the house is a good omen and if a bee flies around a baby sleeping  in its 
cradle, then that child will have the blessing of a happy life. A bee settling on your hand 
foretells the arrival of money and one settling on your head foretells your rise to glory.

Lastly, did you know that we have our very own local type of bee? 

The "Boston black" bee is not much kept these days but I do understand that the breed still 
survives. I do not know how old it is but it must pre-date the 19th century introductions of 
the Italian golden bees with which we are so familiar today.   
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The ‘Man of Bicorp’ holding onto lianas to gather honey from a 
beehive. As depicted on an 8000 year old cave painting at Cuevas 
de la Arana en Bicorp, near Valencia

The earliest record of keeping bees in hives was found in the sun 
temple erected in 2400BC near Cairo.


