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This book is foremost a celebration of the remarkable work of the honeybee. And it’s a warning too, reminding us that bees are not just nice creatures to have around, they are vital to our environment, to the food we eat, to the whole way in which life functions on our planet. As Rachel and Steve put it so aptly in their excellent introduction, bees are ‘one of the strongest threads in nature’s complex web’. If we don’t take care of them, things really will fall apart.

Rachel and Steve’s advice is practical and inspiring for all, emphasising that you can enjoy and celebrate bees without ever having to don a veil and a pair of stout gloves, let alone pick up a smoker or a bee brush. Observation is one of the key ways we can interact with the natural world, and bees offer the perfect opportunity for this. Read the first part of this book and you’ll never look at a small buzzing insect in the same way again. In fact, you’ll probably be settling down outdoors on a sunny summer’s day to see how many different bee species you can spot. The more time we spend with bees, the more we will care about them, and the more invested we will be in their survival.

Secondly, if you’ve got a garden or a balcony, fill it with bee-friendly plants (mostly in the blue-purple-pink spectrum, if that works for you, as this is apparently bees’ favourite colour range!). The list of such plants is extensive and includes many inexpensive, easy-to-grow cottage garden favourites like lavender and borage, rosemary, foxgloves and wallflowers. Limit your mowing: letting your garden get a bit wild and untidy is brilliant for bees who will relish an abundance of blooms, including ‘weeds’, and a diversity of plants overall. If you don’t have a garden, seek out places with flowering plants like bramble, buddleia or deadnettle. The joy of seeing pollinators busily at work on these and other species is a mood-booster for me – I hope it will lift your spirits too.

If you already keep bees, or would like to, you will find extensive information and advice in these pages. But this is very much a book for all of us, whether or not we host these incredible creatures in our own hives. You might want to readdress your relationship with honey, choosing only what is produced locally to you and raw or minimally processed. It will cost more than mass-produced, blended honey, but it will be more distinctive in flavour and offer you more goodness, too. Or you might, especially if you are vegan, choose not to eat honey at all but simply to celebrate the complex creatures who make it as part of their fascinating life cycle.

There are almost 300 individual species of bee in Britain alone. But the domesticated honeybee represents a tiny fraction of this total, with just one species, the Buckfast bee, predominating. So, while honey-producing beekeepers have almost certainly turned to their art out of a wish to support and enhance nature, we are starting to realise that the picture is a little more complex. A great number of productive honeybee hives full of only one type of bee is actually not good news for biodiversity overall.

At River Cottage, we still harvest honey. But we are starting to move away from conventional beekeeping, with its neat slatted National hives, extractors and spacesuit-like protective gear. We also have Top bar hives and Warré hives, and Steve has years of experience to guide us through the features that will help beginners in beekeeping make the choices that work for them.

And as our knowledge of bees deepens, we are exploring more natural bee-keeping techniques. This includes the Freedom hive, pioneered by our friend Matt Somerville, which is essentially a hollowed-out log that provides a home for wild bees, from which we don’t collect any honey at all. I have a couple of these at home and they bring me so much joy. By fostering and encouraging bees to simply do what they do, in a well-insulated log hive that simulates the choice they would make in the wild, we are nurturing the resilience and genetic diversity of self-determining wild (or semi-wild) bee populations. We are going some way to turn the tide of destruction that has been unleashed on them.

Bees are under immense threat from all sides: from prolific and irresponsible pesticide use, from monoculture crops that don’t allow them the varied diet they need, and even from invasive species like the Yellow-legged (or Asian) hornet… the list goes on. But we have the information and, I hope, the will to change that.

Rachel’s wonderful ‘less is more’ attitude to using honey in the kitchen honours and respects what these little workers do, and how hard they must labour to do it. If we are to eschew cheap, hyper-filtered, heated, multi-source honeys in favour of the real stuff, we have to use it more wisely too. It’s something I’ve been on a personal journey with too – I adore honey, but the knowledge of how much natural goodness comes with a spoonful of very good local raw honey, in comparison to a jugful of the mediocre, means that, like Rachel, I get more out of it even as I consume less of it.

Britain is among the most nature-depleted countries on the planet and bees are all-important to us. They are, in all their fabulous variety, a keystone species, both reflecting and promoting biodiversity – but only if we let them. Keeping these fascinating insects in our minds – and doing all we can to protect and attract them – is a crucial step in the right direction. There’s a whole spectrum of ways you can get involved with bees, from watching them to working with them, and this little handbook is the best possible place to start.

Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall, East Devon, October 2024





The Importance of Bees
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Worker honeybees returning to their hive

Life without bees would be not only be sad and silent, it would also be less delicious and nutritionally diverse. One of the reasons why humans have evolved such a fascination with bees is the lure of the concentrated nectar they produce. Our brains are hard-wired to love them, as honey gives us an instant buzz. It is, after all, the most potent brain-food, as well as nature’s most energy-dense source of calories.

Of course, the human obsession with bees is much deeper. Our winged friends have helped to shape philosophical, economic and political landscapes. Nestling closer to the ground, attuning your ears to the unique hums of different species and seeing the intricate design of pollinating insects feeds a deeper hunger in which modern life has made us deficient. But the most compelling reason to love bees – all bees, not just honeybees – is that they provide pivotal pollination services and are one of the strongest threads in nature’s complex web.

Sadly, however, we are losing insect species at an alarming rate and bees are top of the tree. Around a quarter of bee species haven’t been seen by scientists in the last 30 years. In the UK, the bumble bee is one of the vanishing species and many other bee species are in a precarious state. Colony collapse in Europe and across the globe is worryingly high. But there are simple ways in which we can help bees. Two of the most important things you can do to is to plant a diverse range of flowers they can feast from throughout the year (see here), and support chemical-free farming.

Bees made headlines and stirred the public to jump to action after Colony Collapse Disorder (CCD) was coined in 2006, following dramatic disappearances of honeybees. Entire populations on farms in America suddenly vanished. Just before the turn of the twenty-first century, apple orchards in China’s Maoxian County, Szechuan Province went silent as the spring blossom set with no insects to spread the pollen to set the fruit. Farmers had to be employed in place of bees to hand-pollinate flowers using brushes and cigarette filters attached to chopsticks. The use of pesticides, a decline in habitats and lack of forage are key culprits that keep surfacing when scientists explore the plight of our pollinators.

There are a staggering 20,000 different bee species worldwide (with around 270 different types of bees in the UK alone) and they all work together to help feed us. Nearly three-quarters of crops that produce fruits and seeds for human consumption depend on bees. And wild bees are as important, if not more so, than honeybees in making harvests happen. Well-intended efforts to keep bees in gardens has led to unintended consequences, with some wild bee species now struggling to find enough forage.

The motivation of most prospective beekeepers is to help ‘save the bees’. While setting up a hive is a wonderful way to learn more about bees, collect honey and engage with our winged friends in an intimate way, it’s not the solution to the problem. In fact, since Colony Collapse Disorder was reported, the number of hobbyist beekeepers in the UK has soared to such heights that, in some areas, the concentration of bees is putting pressure on other wildlife, if not the honeybees themselves. In some areas of London, for example, as many as 400 hives are packed into a square kilometre; a healthy volume of hives in such a dense urban space is seven.

At River Cottage, we’re moving away from the traditional way of beekeeping in favour of creating habitats to help secure the future of wild honeybees, which are in serious decline. The benefit is a more natural home for honeybees with minimal work for us. We’re edging away from beekeeping in favour of an exciting approach and we’ve already seen a hive of wild honeybee activity at Park Farm in our Freedom hive, made out of a hollowed-out log.

The key aim of this book is to explore sustainable paths for enjoying honey and supporting our precious pollinators. Throughout the book, we look at a range of options for you to protect and engage with both honeybees and the wider world of pollinators, from managing a modern hive in the most sustainable way, to ideas on how you can create habitats and foraging corridors for bees. We also explore alternative ways to engage in beekeeping, such as log hives for wild bees.

This might be a
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View of the natural comb bees create inside a Warré hive




Symbolism of the honeybee




	The powerful Barberini family in seventeenth century Rome used bees in their family crest to symbolise dedication and hard work, while associating themselves with the historic concept of the church as a bee hive, and the clergy as laborious bees. A great example is incorporated in the boat-shaped fountain at the base of the Spanish Steps in Rome, but these crests can be seen throughout Rome, particularly as Pope Urban VIII was from the Barberini family (pic 1).

	In England, the original Lloyds bank logo depicted a skep and bees, to symbolise thrift and industry. There is a fine example on the facade of Lloyds Okehampton branch, Devon (pic 2).

	Depictions of bees and their colonies are not uncommon in cathedrals across Europe. There is a fascinating carving of a bear ravaging a colony of bees in the misericords at Toledo Cathedral, Spain, completed in the fifteenth century (pic 3).

	The City of Manchester’s coat of arms depicts seven bees on a globe, to highlight this industrious city’s products being exported across the world. Recently, the bee has consistently been used in Manchester to signify solidarity during troubled times.
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Buckfast bee







Bumble bees
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Red-tailed bumble bee
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White-tailed bumble bee
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Early bumble bee
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Common carder bee
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Tree bumble bee











Solitary bees
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Hairy-footed flower bee







































Mason bees
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Gooden’s nomad bee
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Red mason bee
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Ashy mining bee
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Ivy mining bee
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European hornet
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‘The footballer’ hoverfly
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Dark-edged bee fly
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