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The keeping of bees is like
the direction of sunbeams

Henry David Thoreau (1817—1862)
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THE MIRACLE OF THE WAFER IN THE BEEHIVE

In most ancient cultures the bee was associated with religion and the divine. A symbol of virginity in medieval Catholicism, bees were believed to be parthenogenetic and many edifying legends associated them with the Holy Virgin. One of them concerned a farmer’s wife who, instead of swallowing the wafer that the priest had given her during mass, had hidden it under her tongue before taking it home and stuffing it inside the log hive (that was how they made hives at the time) to attract more bees and therefore produce more honey and wax. But when she and her husband opened the log they discovered that the wafer had been miraculously transformed into Mary and the Baby Jesus.
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SAMUEL LINNAEUS — THE BEE-KING FROM THE SWEDISH PROVINCE OF SMÅLAND

The honeybee got its Latin name Apis mellifera, which means the honey-bearing bee, from Carl von Linné, known outside Sweden as Linnaeus. But as Samuel, his younger brother by eleven years, would point out, bees did not carry home ready-made honey, rather the nectar that they would then process to make it. Its name should really be Apis mellifica, the honey-making bee. The rules of nomenclature did not, however, allow for this change to be made.

Samuel Linnaeus was born in 1718 in Stenbrohult. He took over from his father as vicar before becoming a dean, and eventually one of the pioneers of Swedish agriculture. By the time his book, Kort men Tillförlitelig Bij-Skötsel (A Brief but Reliable Guide to Beekeeping), was published in 1768, he had been keeping and studying bees for thirty years. It had a huge impact and is still worth reading.
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In Egyptian mythology bees came from the tears of the sun god Ra when they fell on the desert sands. According to Greek and Roman authorities, including Virgil, they came into being in the rotting carcasses of oxen. This belief was called “begunia” and survived into the Middle Ages and even later. It was not until the eighteenth century that it was understood that the queen bee laid eggs after mating.




Introduction


The happiness of the bees and the dolphin is to exist. For man it is to know that and to wonder at it.

Jacques Cousteau (1910–1997



The Roman writer Pliny believed the honeybee was the only insect created for the sake of man, a view that would prevail for a very long time and that can still be encountered today. Bees do not just give us honey and wax; they also set an example in terms of hard work, altruism and how to construct an efficient society. “These winged Aeolian harps can provide us with amusing company during our leisure which leads to wholesome observations and a refined mood,” wrote the Swedish parson Fredrik Thorelius in the mid-nineteenth century, and his sentiments were typical of the period. Just as typical, though of a later era, is this observation by the Danish writer Jørgen Steen Nielsen made in 2017:

“We fancy ourselves the most intelligent of creatures. But intelligence encompasses many different things, including the ability to ensure a community’s survival and its stability by employing a capacity to listen, collaborate and focus on the common good. If we fail to learn more of these qualities from the bees, who have far greater experience, we will lose first the bees and then ourselves.”
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In the past keeping bees was an unquestioned part of subsistence farming. As was the custom at that time, Karl-Bertil and Anna Lovisa Johansson in Södra Vi protected their hives against rain and foul weather with hoods made of the bark of a spruce.

But bees exist no more for our sake than any other element of nature does. We, however, have made ourselves dependent on them. We can get by without their products if necessary, but most of what we eat derives from crops that are pollinated by insects, including the honeybee. And yet we have made things so difficult for them that their very survival is now in doubt. How did that happen?

*

In the past, agriculture was more diverse; the natural world was rich in different species and if you lived on the land, beekeeping was part of your existence. But as heather moors and heaths, pastureland and the places people lived have been replaced by plantations of conifers, while flowery meadows have been turned to arable land or simply cleared, rich sources of nectar and pollen have disappeared. The countryside has been depopulated, and fewer people keep bees.

The monocultures of today, oilseed rape cultivation in particular, provide huge amounts of nectar for a few weeks but nothing for the bees to live on over the rest of the summer. The chemical pesticides used in agriculture kill not only weeds, fungi and harmful insects but also honeybees, bumblebees, butterflies and other insects and the birds that live on them. The demand for profitability imposed by our society has made a mess of things – for ourselves and for many other creatures, including bees.

But there are opposing forces. As a result of books like Maja Lunde’s The History of Bees, an awareness of the vulnerability of both bees and humans has grown. In recent years the sorts of people who keep bees have changed enormously. Women, young people, immigrants, graduates are acquiring bees on a scale that would have been inconceivable thirty or forty years ago when beekeeping was anything but fashionable. Beginners’ courses are often oversubscribed. An increasingly popular urban form of beekeeping does not solve the pollination problem in agriculture and fruit-growing, but it does lead to curiosity and a greater awareness. There are now alternatives to conventional beekeeping practice that do not prioritise honey production but rather the survival and well-being of the bees. Keeping bees has become both essential and exciting in an entirely new way.

*

But it was not for the honey, the pollination or the survival of bees that I became a beekeeper in the 1980s. Bees just happened to me. It all began when as a freelance contributor to radio programmes I was asked to put together a feature for the Swedish midsummer holiday. Why not one about beekeepers? The year before, my friend Annicka Lundquist had got a colony for her little summer cottage in Småland and became the first beekeeper I knew personally. In those days beekeeping was regarded by most as a quaint hobby practised by elderly men in the countryside, and in smaller towns and villages – retired teachers, local shop managers, farmers and stationmasters. Female beekeepers seemed to be as rare as female fire fighters. My idea for the radio programme was to interview Annicka as something of a pioneer, as well as a couple of beekeepers of the more traditional kind, the old boys of the beekeeping world, with some accompanying buzzing in the background.

It was then that I heard about John Larsson in Klagshamn. Every time the Malmö police were called out because a swarm had settled on a balcony or some other unsuitable site, the officer on duty would ring him and he would head over to deal with it. I got hold of his telephone number and he agreed to take me along the next time it happened.

It was in the car park outside Mobilia department store that we met for the first time. There he was in the bright sunlight, with sleeves rolled up and a small beret covering his bald patch, shooing a swarm of bees away from a parking meter and into a straw basket, assisted by his wife Inga, and recounting marvellous stories about the swarms they had captured in chimneys, from the masts of boats and around flagpoles. The couple were surrounded, albeit at a safe distance, by curious onlookers.

“Don’t they sting?” asked someone newly arrived on the scene.

“No,” John said, “bees and policemen are as nice as can be as long as you don’t irritate them.”

Bees were crawling all over his arms, his throat and his face and even into his ears. But he refused to pay them any attention. The important thing, he explained, was to get the queen into the basket. The others would placidly follow.

“How do you know which one she is?” a plucky little girl said.
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John Larsson was not just a wizard at capturing bee swarms. He was also a marvellous entertainer. Jana, an acquaintance of mine, found herself one hot June day at the women’s section of the Ribersborg outdoor baths in Malmö when the air was suddenly filled with buzzing bees. Someone called the police and a short while later John Larsson appeared. “As mature ladies, we jumped straight in the water or threw ourselves onto our bellies when a man suddenly appeared, but once he set about capturing the bees and started telling us about them it wasn’t long before we were crowding round him patting his forehead dry with cold towels.”

“By her crown,” he said, but then Inga twisted his ear.

“You mustn’t lie to children. You can recognise the queen because she has a long rear.”

What a show they put on. The tape recorder kept whirring and it turned into a pretty good programme, thanks to the Larssons in particular.

*

The writer Lars Norén also took part because he had written a novel called Biskötarna (The Beekeepers). It was about life among the down-and-outs in Stockholm and had nothing to do with bees, but even so I managed somehow to make it work. And I stayed in touch with Inga and John once the programme had been broadcast. That was not the case with Lars Norén, just in case you were wondering.

One July morning the following year, John rang me to let me know I could come and pick up the hive he had built for me.

“And there’s bees in there as well.”

Help! It had been the beekeepers, not the bees, that had interested me when I was making the programme. Their technical terms – honey super, brood room, queen excluder, cast swarm, landing board – sounded both lovely and magical and they had this marvellous way of talking about their buzzing friends. I told him I could not possibly accept his gift, and besides, I was actually afraid of bees. But John just laughed and said I was bound to get the bee bug as soon as the hive had been set up in my garden. Inga and he would show me how to care for my bees, and if I had any problems all I had to do was give them a call.

I had no choice. I drove off to Klagshamn to fetch the hive and its tens of thousands of inhabitants, and later that summer I would be given another, and that had bees inside as well. A new chapter in my life had begun, and even if it would be anxiety-ridden from time to time, I will always be grateful to John. There was so much for me to learn. How to handle a smoker, how to distinguish between queen, drone and worker-bee cells, how to watch for signs that a colony is about to swarm, how to uncap honeycomb, how to extract honey, how to install partitions in hives and prepare them for winter.

I had also to learn about the relationship between flowers and bees and I began to look at my garden and its surroundings in a new way: with an eye to pollen and nectar sources. Maple: good. Lime and robinia: very good. Raspberry and currant bushes: good. Willow and hazel: good. Sallow, thyme and lavender: the best. The perfect lawn: completely useless, but if it has a lot of clover and other so-called weeds, that is quite a different matter. John was right. My biosphere had been expanded and living in close proximity to my bees became an exciting if nerve-racking experience.

“You should let them crawl over you so they learn your smell; then they’ll only sting if they get stuck,” John said.

Not that I dared, of course. That first year my protective clothing consisted of an old dressing gown, a bee hat with a veil and rubber gloves. I would subsequently acquire a white overall which looked more professional.

But even getting to know other bee people lent my life an added dimension. You know the way that works. If you’re suffering from a stiff neck or a heel spur, you’re suddenly surrounded by other people with the same affliction. If you’ve just had grandchildren everyone you come across has just become a grandparent. And all of a sudden there were bee people everywhere, or the children, spouses or friends of beekeepers at least. Conversations with other people, with people you knew as well as with perfect strangers, would sooner or later involve bees and honey.
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My little apiary with the hives that John Larsson built.

I also discovered that just as bees organise themselves into colonies, beekeepers set up associations. I became a member of Södra Sveriges Biodlares Förening (S.S.B.F., the Beekeepers Association of Southern Sweden) simply because the Larssons belonged to it. The association was a breakaway group from the mighty Sveriges Biodlares Riksförbund (S.B.R., the National Beekeepers Association of Sweden) and had been set up in protest against the national association’s insistence that all the honey produced by members had to be sent to the tapping facility in Mantorp in the province of Östergötland, to be mixed together into a homogenised Standard Swedish Honey. Dark and intense heather honey, firm white rape honey, pepperminty linden honey, creamy raspberry honey and thyme honey from Öland were all to lose their defining qualities as they were transformed into a standardised product. This was about as brilliant an idea as blending all the wines of France from Bordeaux to Burgundy, from the Loire to the Rhône, into a homogeneous vin Français.

S.B.R.’s argument was that customers got confused when honey looked and tasted different. On the contrary, the S.S.B.F. insisted, one of the great joys of honey was that it tasted and looked different depending on where the bees had gathered their nectar. In addition, all honey sales were supposed to be made through the national association which the S.S.B.F. regarded as a grave violation of individual liberty. It was the bureaucrats versus the individualists!*

When I joined, the S.B.R. had, however, begun to reverse its policy on whether varietal honey should exist and the S.S.B.F. had already seen its best days. A few of the older members had left the latter association after the fields around their apiaries had been sprayed and their bees died. There were very few new members and at each annual general meeting the minute’s silence for members who had died seemed longer and longer. In the end even the association itself died a death, because not enough members turned up for meetings to allow any decisions to be made.
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From the minutes of the Beekeepers Association of Southern Sweden’s first meeting held in November 1955. They include a demand that the National Association should allow its members to sell their own honey and keep the proceeds.

John Larsson was among those who passed away. It was very sad, and it seemed as if it was not only his family and many friends who mourned him but my bees as well. There used to be an old custom that bees had to be informed if their keeper died, else they became too difficult to handle or simply died themselves. I should have told my bees that John had died. They had grown accustomed to his visits and became increasingly touchy and easily irritated. If I mowed the grass they went crazy and harvesting their honey became an ordeal.

After keeping bees for ten years, I gave them away. I had begun commuting on a weekly basis between Stockholm and Lund, and that was not compatible with my responsibilities towards them. In some respects it was the right moment. The loathsome Varroa mite, Varroa destructor, which makes the bee’s wings deformed and underdeveloped and stunts their lower bodies, and is capable of killing an entire colony of bees, had not yet arrived in Sweden, but it was making its way here at top speed. That was one scourge I could avoid having to worry about. Being without bees was nice. For a while at least.

*

Soon enough, though, the garden began to feel empty, and I was thrilled when Rolf and Margrethe Jönsson from the flower shop on the other side of the road asked if they could place two of their hives in my garden – they had no room left on their allotment. Imagine being able to follow the comings and goings of bees without being responsible for them. But after a few years both their colonies died and that was the end of that pleasure. Once again I was missing the buzz around the hives, those shining sacs full of pollen the bees would come home with, the joy when they appeared around the hive entrance on the first day of spring. Maybe I ought to start keeping bees of my own again? There was a new kind of hive, the top-bar hive, that would suit me better now that I no longer have the strength to lift as much. But come to think of it that just wouldn’t work. There’s been a lot more traffic passing outside my house in the last few years and the ground vibrates when heavy vehicles roll by. Bees don’t like that kind of thing. That might be why the Jönssons’ bees died.

Instead I began to read about the social and cultural history of beekeeping and that turned out to be at least as exciting as having bees, though in a different way, of course. And there was so much of it! Even the Ancient Greeks and Romans wrote about bees, as did Saint Bridget, Olaus Magnus and Linnaeus’ younger brother Samuel, along with Voltaire, Réaumur, Shakespeare and Selma Lagerlöf. And many of the old texts, the manuals in particular, were written with so much personal feeling, such a sense of wonder and in so painterly a language that they are poetry, pure and simple.

“The Queen Bee is a Creature both Lovely and Magnificent”

A phrase such as that can brighten up a whole day. It can be found in Nödigt Tractat om Bij (An Essential Dissertation on Bees) by Mårten Triewald (1691–1747), one of the founders of the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences, the man who introduced the steam engine to Sweden – after studying its construction in England – and an authority on bees.

But even though I had read only a tiny fraction of 1 per cent of 1 per cent of everything that has been written about bees, I soon felt like a worker bee whose nectar sac is full. While she will fly home to the hive so that the result of her efforts can be transformed into honey, I sat down at the computer to write this book.





Part One
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Medieval bee enemies. Some are still a threat though that hardly applies to toads – if only because they have become so rare. From Konrad von Megenberg’s Buch der Natur of 1481.
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