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CHAPTER ONE

THE SURPRISING HISTORY AND LORE OF HONEY



No other insect in existence has been more intently studied, experimented upon, worshipped and exploited than the humble honey bee. And the cause of it all has been what we get out of our relationship with that tiny creature – the sweet liquid that only a bee can produce, and which so delights human tastebuds that it has been described as the food of the gods: honey.



The origins of different foods are fascinating and complex, but nothing that we still put on our tables today can hold a candle to honey in terms of culinary history. Humans have been harvesting honey for nearly as long as we have existed, with records of the practice being documented in stone 8,000 years ago in the Cuevas de la Araña (‘Spider Caves’), in Bicorp, Spain. The figure depicted on the cave wall is teetering precariously on a ladder, swiping honey from a wild bees’ nest; that honey hunter would have suffered greatly for his or her prize. Incredibly, that same dangerous method is still in use today, though it is a swiftly dwindling tradition. Immense beehives high up on Himalayan cliffs in Nepal have, for centuries, inspired Gurung tribespeople to risk life and limb climbing rope ladders barefoot in order to cut off the honeycomb that is literally dripping over the sides of nests constructed within crevices.
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DID YOU KNOW?



Honey is the only food humans eat that is produced by an insect.
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WHY ARE WE SO CRAZY ABOUT HONEY?



Humans are predisposed to crave sweetness in all its forms because sugar means energy, and energy means growth. From our mother’s milk to our first teaspoon of honey, the best things in life are sweet!


 
For thousands of years, honey (from the Old English word ‘hunig’) would have been consumed in a very raw form – comb, brood and all – as it still is by some today. It wasn’t until 1865 that a device was created to efficiently separate the honey from the comb. The centrifugal honey extractor, invented by Major Franz Elder von Hruschka, a Viennese who resided in Venice, signalled a huge development for beekeepers, allowing them to reuse the honeycomb and thereby maintain and grow their hives. Though there are several other methods still in use, the majority of commercial beekeepers today depend upon this invention.



The invention of the centrifugal extractor, along with wooden bee boxes with removable frames, allowed for the growth of commercial beekeeping, making honey harvesting a more profitable business.
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HONEY HARVESTING



Before turning to the honey, the beekeeper may harvest pollen, royal jelly and bee glue, or propolis, the resinous substance that bees create to keep their frames together. Propolis is prized for its medicinal qualities and can be sold separately or mixed with the honey. A special uncapping knife scrapes off the beeswax cappings (the plugs that bees use to seal the honeycomb), gathering them into a valuable and messy glob that can be processed for use in cosmetics, candles, polishes and art materials, among many other things. The frames are then spun in the extractor until most of the honey has been separated from the comb. After this, the beekeeper may choose to heat and filter the honey. Finally, the honey is funnelled into glass jars and taken to market, or to the beekeeper’s kitchen.



Throughout history, bees have been kept not only for their honey, but also as a valuable source of beeswax, which had important medicinal, cosmetic and religious uses. Until 1900, only 100 per cent beeswax candles were allowed to be used in Catholic churches; even today, Church law requires that liturgical candles must contain a majority of beeswax.
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Busy as a Bee

It is clear from the description of this process that the beekeeper is merely a landlord: he or she provides housing for the bees, makes any necessary repairs, and collects rent once or twice a year. To understand what honey really is, we need to talk to the bees.



For a female worker bee, honey production is a very intimate matter. It is produced from her own body to be consumed as her only source of energy (along with pollen for protein) and as her invaluable contribution to the survival of the hive. During her short, intense lifespan of six weeks in the summer (five months in the winter), a worker bee will produce only one-twelfth of a teaspoon of honey. She does this by visiting (technically referred to as ‘tapping’) around 1,500 flowers a day. To produce half a kilo (1 pound) of honey, up to 2 million flowers must be tapped, requiring bees to fly around 50,000 miles.
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Worker bee
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Drone bee
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Queen bee








DID YOU KNOW?



Female worker bees are the only bees in the hive that produce honey. Queens only lay eggs, and drones only mate with the queen.
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At twenty-one-days old, a worker bee will take her first foraging flight. Up to then, her ‘house bee’ duties have been the care and feeding of larvae, storing nectar and pollen, wax-comb building, hive defence and housekeeping. Finally, at middle age, she is able to stretch her wings and take flight as a ‘field bee’.
 


Before the morning dew dries, the field bee sets off to work, collecting water, sap, nectar and pollen. When her ultraviolet vision locates a promising flower, the bee sits very still upon it or crawls inside it and sucks the nectar efficiently with her tongue. The nectar is stored inside the bee’s honey sac (crop), an internal chamber in front of her honey stomach (ventriculus). The proventriculus between the two makes sure that no cross-contamination occurs. When the honey sac is full and she has also collected pollen in the pollen baskets on her hind legs, she makes a beeline for the hive.
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Turning Nectar to Honey

During the flight home, the nectar is already being broken down into glucose and fructose thanks to a protein enzyme in the honey stomach called invertase. When the field bee enters the hive, this is where the transformation from nectar to honey really begins, in curious and rather unappetizing ways. The field bee regurgitates the nectar and transfers it immediately to a house
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