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Introduction: My Neighbours Are Buzzing

It began, as these things often do, with a sound I couldn't quite place. A low, persistent hum emanating from somewhere above my head whilst I was rummaging through the shed looking for a garden fork that I was absolutely certain I'd returned to its proper place. (I hadn't, obviously. It was leaning against the compost bin, rusting gently in the spring rain, but that's beside the point.) The noise was oddly hypnotic, like a tiny motor running on the other side of reality, and it took me an embarrassingly long time to work out what I was hearing. When I finally craned my neck upwards and spotted the steady stream of golden-brown insects disappearing into a gap beneath the roofing felt, my first thought was not, as it probably should have been, "Oh dear, bees." It was, "Well, that explains why the shed smells faintly of honey and broken promises." 
I am not, by nature, a heroic person. My response to discovering that I was sharing my garden infrastructure with several thousand stinging insects was not to don protective gear and sort it out myself, but to retreat indoors at a dignified pace (it was absolutely not a scramble), make a cup of tea, and telephone someone whose job description included the words "bee removal" and, crucially, "insured." The professional who arrived three days later—a wonderfully unflappable woman named Janet who'd clearly dealt with far more panicked homeowners than she cared to recall—took one look at my roof and announced that I was now the landlord to a thriving colony of honeybees who had, in her expert opinion, "excellent taste in real estate."
She relocated them, of course. They're now living in considerably more purpose-built accommodation at a local apiary, presumably giving tours to the other bees about their brief sojourn in suburban Berkshire and exaggerating wildly about the size of the shed. But the episode left me with a peculiar sense of having been, however briefly, entrusted with something rather marvellous. These weren't wasps, after all, those stripy little sociopaths who build their paper cities in your loft and spend the summer dive-bombing your Pimm's. These were bees—industrious, essential, the sort of insects that even people who loathe creepy-crawlies will make exceptions for. And that fascinated me. Why do we afford bees this special status? What is it about these particular insects that has earned them a place in our collective affections, whilst we're perfectly happy to swat flies, poison ants, and maintain an icy Cold War détente with spiders?
The more I thought about it—and I thought about it rather a lot, in the way that one does when one has inadvertently become involved with apiculture—the more curious the whole business became. Bees occupy an utterly unique position in the human imagination. They appear in creation myths, religious texts, poetry, politics, and advertising with roughly equal frequency. Aristotle wrote about them. Virgil devoted an entire book of the Georgics to them. Napoleon stuck them all over his coronation robes. Meanwhile, the humble cockroach, which has survived for three hundred million years and could probably outlast nuclear winter armed only with optimism and a packet of crisps, gets nothing but revulsion and the occasional documentary that nobody watches.
We haven't always understood bees, of course. For most of human history, we've misunderstood them quite spectacularly. The ancient Greeks, despite being rather clever about most things, were convinced that bees reproduced spontaneously from the rotting carcasses of cattle—a theory that sounds less like biology and more like the sort of thing you'd come up with after too much unwatered wine. Medieval beekeepers believed that bees were miniature birds. The Victorians, who were obsessed with finding moral lessons in nature, decided that the hive was a perfect model for industrial society, conveniently ignoring the fact that it's a totalitarian state ruled by a single fertile female who determines the fate of thousands through pheromones. (Actually, on reflection, perhaps the Victorians had a point.)
Even the basics took us an absurdly long time to work out. We didn't definitively establish that the "king" bee was actually a queen until the seventeenth century, and even then, a lot of beekeepers simply refused to believe it. The idea that all those busy workers were female, toiling away whilst the males did essentially nothing except wait around for a single chance at romance before dying, seemed to offend some deep-seated assumption about how nature ought to organise itself. The fact that drone bees—the males—are routinely evicted from the hive before winter and left to starve because they're metabolically expensive and reproductively useless for eight months of the year only adds insult to injury. If bees had a tabloid press, the drones would definitely be writing bitter op-eds about it.
But despite our historical talent for getting nearly everything wrong about bees, we've never stopped being fascinated by them. We've built entire mythologies around them. In ancient Egypt, bees were believed to be born from the tears of Ra, the sun god, which is rather lovely until you remember that it means the Egyptians thought bees were essentially divine mucus. In Christianity, they became symbols of purity, industry, and resurrection—apparently because they produce something sweet, work hard, and nobody could figure out where baby bees came from, so they must materialise through some sort of holy process. (The actual answer involves the queen laying up to two thousand eggs a day, which is considerably less mystical and significantly more exhausting.)
This tendency to project meaning onto bees hasn't faded with modernity. We've simply swapped religious symbolism for environmental anxiety. Bees are now the poster children for biodiversity loss, climate change, and the fragility of ecosystems. "Save the bees" has become a rallying cry, plastered across tote bags and voiced by celebrities who may or may not be able to distinguish a honeybee from a bumblebee in a police line-up. And whilst the sentiment is admirable—we genuinely do need to save the bees, along with the rest of the insects we're quietly exterminating—it's worth noting that we're still fundamentally doing the same thing humans have always done: deciding that bees mean something beyond themselves, that they're symbols or messengers or warnings rather than simply very small animals trying to make a living.
Which brings me, eventually, to the point of this book. After Janet the bee remover had departed with my unexpected lodgers safely boxed up in the back of her van, I found myself standing in the garden wondering how on earth these tiny insects—each one weighing less than a tenth of a gramme, with a brain smaller than a poppy seed—had managed to achieve something that seems to perpetually elude humanity: genuinely functional cooperation. A hive isn't just a collection of bees who happen to live in the same postcode. It's a superorganism, a collective intelligence that makes decisions, solves problems, regulates temperature, defends territory, and plans for the future. They communicate through dance. They practise democracy. They make architectural decisions that would impress an engineer. And they do all of this without language, without writing, without Zoom meetings or committee minutes or any of the infrastructure we assume is necessary for organised society.
Humans, meanwhile, can barely manage a residents' association meeting without it devolving into acrimony over someone's recycling bins. We've built civilisations, split atoms, and sent robots to Mars, but we still can't reliably cooperate on things like "perhaps we shouldn't make the planet uninhabitable" or "maybe extreme inequality is bad, actually." We write endless books about leadership, teamwork, and organisational behaviour, and yet a creature with a nervous system you could fit on a pinhead seems to have cracked collective action in a way we're still fumbling towards.
This isn't a book about keeping bees, though we'll certainly talk about that. It's not a field guide, though you'll learn to tell your workers from your drones. And it's not a eulogy for a vanishing species, though the threats facing bees are real and worth understanding. Instead, this is an attempt to peek inside the hive—metaphorically speaking, because doing it literally requires protective equipment and a certain tolerance for being stung—and figure out what's actually going on in there. How do bees make decisions? What are they communicating when they dance? Why do they die when they sting you, and why haven't they evolved something less suicidal? How did they learn to make hexagonal cells, and why is that more efficient than any other shape? What's the deal with the queen, and is she really in charge, or is that just another myth we've projected onto them?
More broadly, what can we learn from an insect that's been perfecting cooperative living for millions of years whilst we've been doing it for, at most, a few thousand? Can studying bee society tell us anything useful about human society, or is that just another version of the Victorian habit of finding moral lessons in nature? And perhaps most importantly: why, when faced with a shed full of bees, do we instinctively feel that we've been visited by something rather special, rather than simply infested with invertebrates?
I don't promise to have all the answers. Nobody does, really, despite thousands of years of beekeeping and more than a century of increasingly sophisticated scientific study. Bees remain, in many ways, magnificently mysterious. But I can promise that we'll explore these questions together with curiosity, a certain amount of wonder, and hopefully without anyone getting stung. Well, without anyone getting stung too much, anyway. Bees are generally quite placid, but they're not infinitely patient, and if you spend enough time hanging around hives asking impertinent questions about their social structure, eventually someone's going to take offence.
So this is an invitation: come and meet my former neighbours. They're buzzing along quite happily without me now, doing what they've been doing since long before humans arrived on the scene with our theories and symbols and profound misunderstandings. They're making honey, raising young, communicating in ways we're only beginning to understand, and generally demonstrating that size is no barrier to sophistication. They're also, if we're paying attention, offering us a rather humbling lesson in what cooperation actually looks like when you strip away all the complications we've added.
And who knows? Perhaps by the time we're finished, you'll find yourself listening a bit more carefully to that humming sound in the garden, and wondering what exactly is being discussed in the tiny parliament operating just above your head. Just maybe not in your shed. Trust me on that one.
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Chapter 1: The City of Gold

If you were to shrink yourself down to bee size—and I don't recommend it, frankly, because the physics alone would kill you before you got anywhere interesting—and wander into a hive on a warm June afternoon, your first impression would probably not be "oh, how charming" or "what industrious little creatures." It would more likely be "good God, it's absolute bedlam in here." The noise alone would be overwhelming: a thrumming, vibrating wall of sound produced by thousands of wings beating at roughly two hundred times per second. The air would be thick, warm, and heavy with the scent of honey, wax, and pheromones—a cocktail that manages to smell both sweet and faintly threatening, like walking into a very exclusive nightclub where you're not entirely sure you're on the list. 
But give yourself a moment to adjust, to let your miniaturised eyes adapt to the golden gloom, and you'd begin to see that what looked like chaos is actually something far more impressive: a functioning city, as complex and organised as anything humans have managed to build, only constructed entirely from wax by insects who've never read a planning regulation in their lives.
The hive—let's call it what it really is: a metropolis—is arranged with a logic that would make any urban planner weep with envy. There are no traffic jams here, no redundant civil servants, no arguments about where to put the ring road. Everything has its place, everyone has their job, and the whole operation runs with a precision that makes Swiss railway timetables look slapdash. The structure itself is built from beeswax, secreted from glands on the workers' abdomens in tiny flakes that they then chew and mould into the famous hexagonal cells. We'll get to why hexagons later—there's a whole chapter on it, because honestly, the geometry alone deserves its own standing ovation—but for now, just appreciate that these cells are arranged in vertical combs that hang parallel to each other, creating streets and avenues through which bees can move with remarkable efficiency.
The layout follows a fairly consistent pattern, though bees aren't slaves to it. They're practical creatures, and if the space they're working with is an awkward shape—say, the roof of someone's shed in Berkshire—they'll adapt accordingly. But given their druthers, bees organise their city into distinct neighbourhoods, each with its own purpose and population.
At the heart of the hive, occupying prime real estate in the warmest, most protected area, is the nursery. This is where you'll find frame after frame of brood cells, each one containing an egg, a larva, or a pupa at various stages of development. The nursery is kept at a constant thirty-five degrees Celsius, which requires an enormous amount of collective effort involving thousands of bees either fanning their wings to cool things down or shivering their flight muscles to warm things up. It's climate control by committee, and it works beautifully. The cells in the nursery are capped with a porous wax covering once the larvae are ready to pupate, giving each developing bee its own private bedroom in which to undergo the frankly disturbing transformation from a wormy thing into a fully formed insect. If you've never seen a bee pupa, imagine something that looks like it's been designed by someone who's seen a bee but only had it described to them by someone who was quite drunk at the time. They're pale, ghostly, and their features are all present but not quite properly assembled yet—like a piece of flat-pack furniture before you've tightened all the screws.
The nursery is, understandably, the most heavily guarded and carefully maintained part of the hive. Worker bees are constantly cleaning the cells, checking on the developing young, and feeding the larvae a carefully calibrated diet that changes as they grow. Young larvae get royal jelly—that miraculous substance we'll discuss in Chapter 2—for the first few days, then switch to a mixture of pollen and honey called "bee bread," which sounds rather more wholesome than it actually looks. The nurses who tend the brood are young workers, usually between three and eleven days old, who haven't yet graduated to the more prestigious jobs of foraging or guard duty. They're essentially the au pairs of the insect world, though considerably more reliable and less likely to leave suddenly because they've met someone at a language school.
Surrounding the nursery, arranged in concentric rings like a mediaeval city's defences, are the food stores. This is where the hive keeps its wealth, its insurance policy against bad weather, failed crops, and the long, flowerless winter. The cells here are packed with honey—that remarkable substance that is simultaneously food, preservative, and architectural material—and pollen, which is stored separately and provides the protein that honey lacks. The honey stores are kept above and to the sides of the brood nest, where rising heat from all those shivering bees helps keep it liquid and accessible. Cold honey is considerably harder to extract, a fact that anyone who's tried to spread it on toast straight from a January cupboard can attest to.
The pantry section of the hive is a marvel of preservation. Honey, as we'll explore more fully in Chapter 5, never goes off. Archaeologists have found pots of honey in Egyptian tombs that are three thousand years old and still perfectly edible, though I imagine they taste rather strongly of ancient curses and disappointed pharaohs. This is because bees have essentially invented nature's perfect preservative through a combination of enzymatic alchemy and dedicated fanning to reduce the water content to below twenty per cent. At that concentration, bacteria and fungi simply can't survive. The cells are then capped with wax, creating an airtight seal that would make a Victorian housewife green with envy. An entire wall of sealed honey cells, glowing golden in the half-light of the hive, is one of the most beautiful sights in nature—though admittedly I'm biased, having developed a somewhat obsessive appreciation for bees after they briefly colonised my shed.
The pollen stores are kept in separate cells, usually closer to the brood nest, because pollen is what the growing larvae need for protein. It's packed into the cells with bee saliva and a small amount of honey, then left to ferment slightly, which makes it more digestible and prevents it from spoiling. The resulting substance—bee bread—looks rather like hard, crystallised Play-Doh and comes in a startling variety of colours depending on which flowers the foragers have been visiting. A cross-section of pollen stores can look like a stained-glass window designed by someone on very good drugs: bright orange from poppy pollen next to deep purple from phacelia, pale yellow from oilseed rape beside rich red from horse chestnut. It's a botanical time capsule, a record of everywhere the foragers have been written in edible pigment.
Beyond the nursery and the pantries, in the outer regions of the hive where temperature fluctuations are greater and security is slightly more lax, you'll find what I've come to think of as the dance floor. This is typically on the face of the comb nearest the entrance, where returning foragers perform their famous waggle dance to communicate the location of good flowers to their unemployed sisters. We'll devote an entire chapter to this later, because the waggle dance is genuinely one of the most sophisticated communication systems in the animal kingdom and deserves proper attention. But for now, just





OEBPS/images/5534eab4-7d39-4453-be56-89ab3ce366d1.png
THE SECRET LIFE
OF BEES






OEBPS/images/9e4c2f09-be25-45dd-8cbd-73ff72929fc4.png
THE SECRET LIFE
OF BEES






OEBPS/images/71bdc954-2cdb-44a0-827c-58618cf7ff44.png
THE SECRET LIFE
OF BEES







