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Introduction

Honey has been a fundamental part of human existence for over 10,000 years. From Stone Age wild honey hunts to ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs depicting beekeepers using clay pipe hives, the magic of honey flows through the past and present of myriad cultures the world over. We spoon it into tea, drizzle it over yogurt and spread it on toast, yet if we look beyond the bland squeezy bottles on our supermarket shelves to raw, unprocessed honey, an untapped world of flavour presents itself.

Honeybees forage nectar and pollen from flowering plants within a mile or two of their hive. Each plant species in nature’s larder gifts honey with a specific taste, colour, aroma and viscosity. The beekeeper works in perfect rhythm with the season’s nectar flow, knowing when each blossom bursts and fades; their relationship to the local landscape rivals any French vigneron. A spring English honey might be pale gold and creamy, thanks to bramble and hawthorn blossom, while in autumn it may be dark, runny and rich, reflecting plants like ivy and rosebay willowherb. An Australian winter honey might be verdant and aromatic from eucalyptus blossom. Delightfully, no two honeys are the same.

I’ve written this book to lift the veil a little on the mercurial craft of beekeeping and cooking with honey. We’ll follow the bee’s wing through the seasons as different flower species bloom, offering a fresh insight into how the best honey is made, and why single-origin honey from small-scale beekeepers is the ultimate flavour expression of terroir; just like the best wine, extra-virgin olive oil, coffee and chocolate. Honey has inspired generations of cooks to dream up delicious dishes and drinks both savoury and sweet; here curious cooks will find new takes on familiar favourites, much-loved historic traditions and modern plates.

This book is a love letter from a beekeeper, gardener and home cook to good food, good honey, and the bees that make it. I’ve been beekeeping on a small scale for nine years, which is not long at all for one of the world’s oldest professions. So this is not the definitive, encyclopaedic book on honey or beekeeping, far from it, but a way in to excite curious minds, sharing what I do know, and giving you a glimpse into the magical world of the bees. I hope these words will make you curious about honey, bees, gardening, and, above all, itching to get started in the kitchen.

I wrote these words for the introduction of this editions’s big sister, my debut cookbook Honey - Recipes from a Beekeeper’s Kitchen. Both editions are love letters from a beekeeper, gardener and home cook to good food, good honey, and the bees that make it. This new edition, or ‘little honey’ as it is affectionately known, is full of golden spoonfuls and impassioned musings from its elder. In the 3 years that have passed since its publication, the contemporary relevance of the story of honey only seems to grow; both timeless and ever changing. As international conflicts continue to fracture our already struggling food systems, a universal truth remains – the vital importance of our intrinsic interconnectedness, both with the natural world and each other.
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Spring

March

The ghostly stillness of the winter apiary melts away in March, as crocus, winter honeysuckle and wood anemone come into flower. Temperatures begin to rise (and invariably falter, frosting our magnolias) and longer sunlight hours wrest the hives out of hibernation. Impatient, I loiter, casting an eye out for the first whisperings of movement at the hive entrances, signalling successful overwintering. Inside, the bees are unfurling from their winter cluster, and begin to vibrate their wings more intensely, raising the hive temperature to a nurturing 35°C (95°F), ready for the queen to resume laying eggs resembling 2mm-long rice grains, at a rate of up to 2,000 eggs a day, to swell colony numbers ready for spring foraging.

On days when the air temperature reaches around 14°C (57°F), worker bees venture out to forage on the earliest spring blooms close to the hive; here in the south of England it is blackthorn, crab apple, willow and wild cherry blossom. It is usually still too cold to open the hive up to the elements and take a proper look; however, the beekeeper can get away with a quick ‘heft’; lifting the bottom of the brood box slightly to judge the weight. If it feels light, the bees may be low on honey and need feeding, as there may not yet be enough forage flowering, or high-enough temperatures to fly, or enough foraging workers yet inside the hive to bring it home. As through winter, when this is the case, we feed them either with their own honey if we have it stored, or with sugar fondant if they didn’t make enough honey the previous season.

April – a first glimpse

The first spring opening of the hive is always a heart-in-the-mouth moment. Smaller, weaker colonies may not have made it through the winter months, and the sight of a perished cluster of motionless bees is a profound lump in your throat never forgotten. With temperatures still a little bracing, this first hive check is focused and brief to conserve the bees’ warmth. I am impatient to see how they’re doing.

As you would at home when it’s chilly, the bees seal every draught and gap of the hive’s woodwork with propolis, a mixture of foraged tree resin (usually poplar) and beeswax, which glues everything solid; the name propolis comes from the Greek pro ‘at the entrance of’ and polis, for ‘community’ or ‘city’. The beekeeper’s hive tool is the key to the city; a deft lever, wedging open each layer of the hive with a satisfyingly crisp ‘crack’.

With my mind on the clock to avoid chilling the bees, I remove the roof and work down towards the brood chamber, prising a frame up from its sticky propolis cradle for a quick look. The bees are slow; I spot the queen meandering through the crowds, looking for the next hexagonal cell to lay an egg in. Cautiously noting that all seems well for now and mindful of the cold, the temptation to have a more thorough look through is resisted. I quickly put the hive back together again to keep them warm.

True overwintering success comes in milestones for the surviving hives. The queen must begin to lay eggs again and rapidly, ensuring there are enough new worker bees to take over from the spent winter population, while old and new workers must bring in sufficient forage to support such a baby boom. It’s a delicate balance.
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The inevitable April showers make things even more precarious; bees can’t fly in the rain, so they must sit it out, prevented from bringing in more forage, while using up the last of their winter stores. It’s a nail-biting time for a beekeeper, and I’m often found worrying around the apiary or mixing up sugar syrup in the kitchen as a last-resort bee feed if stores are low or the weather forecast is poor.

Much like the bees in their hives, beginner beekeepers have been cooped up in the classroom over winter, studying the theory of the craft and itching to open a hive. As April warms, it is finally time. Here in the UK, once the flowering currant (Ribes sanguineum) blooms, which is usually around 17°C (62°F), it’s time to begin full hive inspections every 7–10 days. The clocks have ‘sprung’ forward, the evenings are lighter, and it’s a joy to spend an early evening getting stuck in at the apiary.

Under the watchful eye of an experienced mentor, very slowly you remove the hive roof and the crownboard for the first time. No amount of theory training can prepare you for the feeling of finally seeing inside a live hive and marvelling at the rumbling mass of busy bodies below. For some people this is a lively stick-or-split reckoning. Despite best intentions, the buzz of a trail of bees popping up close to say hello (or more accurately, to ask WHO are YOU?) can inspire a maniacal run to the garden gate. Happily for many others, the thrill of spotting the queen, watching the worker bees go about their business and ‘getting your eye in’ to make out the blindingly tiny eggs is the start of a glorious apiological adventure.


Hive 4: Thursday 14 April, 4pm

17°C (62°F), sunny, slight breeze

Notes: First full inspection after winter.

Busy activity at hive entrance, bringing in plenty of pollen.

Overwintered on double brood, no queen excluder, one super.

Relaxed temperament. Super empty.

Top brood box: Queen, blue dot. 8 frames of brood in all stages, plenty of pollen in various shades. No visible varroa or wax moth. Removed wild comb from end of brood box. Old nuc frames already moved to outer edges of cluster.

Lower brood box: Mostly old frames, very dark comb. Empty, no eggs, brood or food. Outer comb furthest from colony moulded.

Work done: Removed lower brood box and combs disposed. Added queen excluder, and pack of fondant on top, inside super with central frames removed. Swapped out stand and lifts for freshly painted set. Strimmed grass around and under hive. Removed entrance reducers.

For next time: Keep an eye on food levels – not bringing in any nectar yet and super was empty. Mix up spring syrup for feeding if necessary. Make up super and second brood box with frames, ready for honey flower and returning to double brood. Add varroa board.

In flower: Daffodil, weeping willow, tulips, pear blossom, hawthorn, medlar, quince.
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May

There are three types of honeybee inside each hive: the queen bee, a seasonal sprinkling of male drone bees, and lots of female worker bees, which make up around 90% of the hive population. As the name suggests, they work hard; once a worker bee is old enough to forage, she leaves the hive in search of nectar or pollen to feed the hive, passing through gardens and hedgerows. As a bee passes from flower to flower pollinating our plants, its ‘fur’ becomes dusted with pollen, which the bee combs off into pollen baskets on each hind leg to take home. Different plants produce pollen with different colours, drawing a tapestried map of the bees’ foraging journey. The deep orange of dandelion jostles cheek by jowl with the pale gold of rosebay willowherb or the pure black of oriental poppy pollen.

The queen bee is much larger than either the worker bees or the male drones, and you can identify her from her much longer, slim and smooth abdomen, which extends past the end of her closed wings. In a managed beehive, she’s also easy to spot because of a dot of bright paint on her thorax. This is put there by the beekeeper or bee farmer to allow easier queen spotting and show the age of the queen, with one of five colours corresponding to the last number of a year; a queen bee born in 2023 would have a red dot on her back.




	Year ending in
	Colour
	Mnemonic





	1 or 6
	white
	will



	2 or 7
	yellow
	you



	3 or 8
	red
	rear



	4 or 9
	green
	good



	5 or 0
	blue
	bees





We look for the queen during hive inspections to make sure the colony is ‘queenright’, because if the queen is present and laying eggs as expected, the colony is usually doing fairly well. During swarm season, from May until September, the hive could be looking to swarm, which starts by them raising a new second queen. As the queen is very large, she requires a bespoke cell, built as an extension from a regular hexagonal cell, which when finished looks knobbly and strange, like the shell of a peanut. Perfection takes practice for these highly specialised cells, so worker bees make ‘play cups’, beeswax acorn cups, as they learn and begin to think about swarming. Each inspection involves looking for these cups, seeing if any are being extended and ‘charged’ – filled with an egg and some highly nutritious royal jelly – then a decision must be made. At this point the beekeeper can make an entirely new colony ‘for free’ by artificially swarming the bees. The frame with a charged queen cell is placed into another beehive, along with a couple of frames of bees, brood and food. With luck, she will hatch and the colony will expand out to fill the new brood box. As a new queen, she will need marking with her own spot of paint, which is a very careful process involving the cutest of unique tools fit for Thumbelina – a tiny queen cage, a tiny pot of paint, the end of a matchstick, and a very gentle touch.


Hive 3: Thursday 12 May, 4pm

19°C (66°F), cloudy, still

Notes: Massive! Bursting at the seams with bees. Good temperament.

A few Q cups, 1 charged. Removed.

Saw the queen, and BIAS (Brood in All Stages)

Wild brace comb full of honey in super, where they’d raced through a small pack of fondant and filled the space. Whoops. Left this for the bees as nectar flow has been limited.

Spotted a couple of varroa mites.

Work done: Added extra brood box, super and two lifts. Put in inspection floors to count mite drop over the week.

For next time: Check varroa mite drop count. Replace brace comb with super frames.

In flower: Dandelion, iris, wisteria, red campion, weeping willow, tulips, apple blossom.



Summer

June

‘A swarm in May is worth a load of hay, a swarm in June is worth a silver spoon, but a swarm in July isn’t worth a fly.’

This 17th-century saying still rings true today. In June, beekeepers can often be spotted rootling in a hedgerow or chimney, dashing around with a bedsheet and a cardboard box, catching their own swarms or helping to take care of others’. A late spring/early summer swarm has time to settle and grow into a good-sized colony before the following winter, whereas a late-summer swarm may not make it through on its own.

Swarming is an incredible natural phenomenon to be lucky enough to witness. It is the reproduction of a superorganism, as the colony splits into two, raising a new queen to stay in the original hive with the younger worker generations, while the old queen departs with the mature workers for pastures new. A clump of worker bees will settle around the queen on a branch, table leg, chimney stack or garden chair, as scout bees zoom off in search of a more suitable permanent home. It’s a striking sight but nothing to fear, as swarms are surprisingly calm. A clustered swarm is scoopable, like a thick mousse, and can be dolloped by hand into a box, ready to be ‘hived’.


Wednesday 15 June, 3pm

Swarm!

Notes: Heard a mild roaring to my right as I walked down the garden path this afternoon; a large cloud of bees were assembling above the apiary. Hive 1 is swarming. I kept my distance and got on with gardening while they decided where to go.

Half an hour later, they’d settled in a clump on a tree branch nearby, luckily at head height. I prepared a new hive with frames to take them, and gathered an old poly nuc box, secateurs and a bee brush ready.

I put my suit on and lit my smoker just in case. Holding the nuc box closely under the cluster of bees, I cut the branch, so that it gently dropped into the box. I carefully pulled the branch out, lightly brushing off any hitch-hikers.

Hived swarm and added some honey from their old hive. Fingers crossed they take to their new home.

Work to be done: Check on them in a week, and check the old hive for a new queen.

In flower: Blackberry, clover, sweet chestnut, buddleia.
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For honey-minded beekeepers, swarms are tricky, because this regeneration means losing all your nectar-foraging bees and your reliable queen, then waiting for the younger ones to grow up and start foraging again, while the new queen must mate before getting up to speed on egg laying. All this palaver halts the honey flow for several weeks, and there are often more swarms to follow, so many beekeepers try to avoid this, from pre-emptively splitting a colony in two, to making the bees think they’ve swarmed when they haven’t, to adding another brood box in the hope that a generous house extension will be enough of a temptation to stay put. We are still learning what makes bees swarm, but it is a natural impulse, so to control it always feels discordant. While the beekeeping practices described in this book are part of the ‘traditional’ approach here in the UK, there are many different ways to look

July





August













Autumn

September, October – seasons of honey
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Winter

November through January
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