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ART. XVIII - Bee Shelters and Bee Boles in Cumbria. 
By PENELOPE WALKER AND EVA CRANE 

1. The Significance of Cumbria in the history of bee-keeping in Britain 

T HE earliest beehives in north-west Europe, including Britain, were probably skeps 
(baskets) made of woven wicker, and these were used at least 2000 years ago (Crane, 

1983). They were gradually superseded by skeps made of coiled straw, by lipwork; a 
straw skep is shown in Plate 2. Straw skeps were introduced from the continent into the 
east of England in Anglo-Saxon times (Fraser, 1958), and their use gradually extended 
westward; the last record of wicker skeps was in Herefordshire in the 1880s. No evidence 
remains of them in Cumbria, but we do know that straw skeps were used here. 

Skeps needed some protection from the weather, and a straw skep placed on a stand or 
bench out in the open was often covered with a hackle, as in Plate 8. A hackle is a bundle 
of straw gathered together near the top within an iron ring (two in the Plate), and spread 
out to cover the skep below; it sheds the rain and keeps the skep dry. 

A more substantial form of protection was a bee shelter, usually an open-fronted roofed 
structure (Plate 1) fitted with one or more shelves on which skeps were placed. Bee 
shelters were built against a wall, or were sometimes free-standing. They were probably 
the most usual type of structure specially built for housing bees in many parts of Europe. 
Whereas skeps from past centuries have disintegrated long ago, some stone bee shelters 

Grizebeck [IBRA Register no. 210]. Photographer unknown, c. 1953. 
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have survived, providing a rather rare insight into past beekeeping. Over the centuries, 
outbuildings of farms and houses have suffered less war-time and other disturbance in 
Britain than in continental Europe. Within Britain, those in Cumbria have been subject 
to less disturbance than in many other regions. It is partly for this reason, perhaps, that 
50% of the bee shelters recorded in England are in Cumbria: this county has 37, but no 
other has more than 6 (see Appendix B). Examples of shelters can still be found in parts 
of continental Europe, including Switzerland (Sooder, 1952) and the Spanish Pyrenees 
(Chevet and Chevet, 1987). The former were for straw skeps, and the latter for woven 
wicker or cane hives that were horizontal cylinders. 

A second type of protection for skeps, that seems to have been built almost only in 
Britain and Ireland, was a row (set) of recesses incorporated into an outdoor wall when 
this was built (Plate 2); they are known as bee boles, and each usually accommodated a 
single skep. Their characteristics have been described in detail elsewhere: Britain and 
Ireland (Crane, 1983), Scotland (Walker, 1988a), and Wales (Walker and Linnard, 
1990). Counties with the most sets of bee boles are all in England: Cumbria has 105 sets, 
Yorkshire 102 (Walker, 1987) and Devon 101. The best dated bee boles, some of them 
quite early, are mainly in brick walls in Kent (Walker, 1988b). 

In 1952 the International Bee Research Association* started a Register of Bee Boles 
and Other Beekeeping Structures, and the 855 sets of bee boles now on the IBRA 
Register provide a substantial archaeological record relating to beekeeping in Britain and 
Ireland. Cumbria has over 12% of the total. 

In 1981 we made a general analysis of all beekeeping structures known at the time, and 
published brief details for each (Crane, 1983). Since then, more data have been obtained 

PLATE 2. Eight bee boles at Abbey Farm, St Bees [610]; the straw skep is new. Photographer unknown, 1973. 

* International Bee Research Association^fbee Boles and other Beekeeping Structures, c/o Woodside House, 
Woodside Hill, Gerrards Cross, Bucks. SL9 9TE. 
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for Cumbria, and Appendix A lists sites reported since 1981. The county's sites now 
comprise (October 1990): 

bee boles 105 sets (including 2 possible) 
bee shelters 37 
alcoves 5 sets 
bee houses 3 
winter storage structures 2 

Total 152 

Rather little has been published about these structures. Tyson (1982) wrote an illustrated 
account of several of them, and those in and near Kendal were featured in a newspaper 
article (Satchell, 1987). 

In this paper, Section 2 describes the bee shelters in Cumbria, and Section 3 the bee 
boles; Section 4 discusses both bee shelters and bee boles in relation to their 
surroundings. Cumbria is the only county for which it is possible to make some 
comparisons between the two. Section 5 presents evidence of their use for beekeeping, 
and Section 6 mentions certain other protective beekeeping structures in Cumbria. 
Section 7 gives some examples of the part bees played in the life of the family and the 
community. Appendix A lists recently recorded sites in the county, and Appendix B 
presents numerical data for Cumbria, together with some comparative data for other 
parts of Britain. For each site mentioned in the text, the IBRA Register number is given 
in square brackets. 

2. Characteristics of the Cumbrian bee shelters 

These 37 shelters constitute the largest regional group (see Appendix B), and the only 
one which can be usefully compared with shelters in the rest of Britain. 

2(a) Material and construction 

Except in part of the Solway plain, stone has been available throughout Cumbria, and 
local stone was commonly used for buildings and other walls. As expected, stone was 
used for making bee shelters, although a few in other parts of Britain have been built of 
brick. Bee shelters have also been made of wood. In general wooden structures do not 
survive nearly as long as those of stone, but two Cumbrian shelters of brick and wood 
[IBRA Register nos 73, 74] have lasted 130 years. 

Many Cumbrian bee shelters are of the simple sturdy type shown in Plate 1, and some 
look remarkably similar to each other. However, ten of them are subdivided internally -
by vertical walls or slabs - into large compartments, each holding more than one skep. 
An example is shown in Plate 3. Only three shelters of this type have been recorded in 
other counties. 

The Cumbrian shelters of both types usually have drystone end walls. Most have, or 
had, a slate tile roof sloping down towards the front. It is commonly supported by oak 
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PLATE 3. Bee shelter with two compartments, at Light Hall, Rusland [632a]. On the upright dividing stone, 
the metal pegs held a shelf, and the metal fixture at the top was for a door. Photo P. Walker, 1990. 

joists, and the tiles in some roofs are held with wooden pegs. A reporter described the 
roof on the shelter at Sykeside, Grasmere [513b] Plate 4, as 'Westmorland wrestler 
slates, notched and "clicked" together'. Occasionally, for example at Fellside, Kendal 
[671], the roof consists of one large slab of slate, and the shelter in Plate 1 has single slabs 
of slate for its roof and shelf. 

In some of the shelters the bottom (or only) shelf is the upper surface of a solid base 
about 2 feet above the ground. Or a slate or wooden shelf might be fixed at this height, 
supported by metal pegs (Plate 3), by slots cut in the end walls, or by ledges provided by 
end walls that were wider up to shelf level than above it. In four shelters the shelf is set 
back from the front by 6 to 9 inches. At least eight shelters have, or had, a second shelf 
about 24-30 inches above the lower one. 

Although the bee shelters have probably not been used for beekeeping since about 
1900, some have been well cared for, especially if the owner understood their past use. 
At least two shelters have been restored: one at Grasmere [513b] (Plate 4), and one at 
Troutbeck [845]. The only bee shelter in Britain known to be the subject of a 
preservation order is also at Grasmere [883]. 

When recording was started in 1953, some of the shelters were already collapsing, and 
several more have since become ruinous. A few have been demolished, for example, the 
one at Townend Farm, Troutbeck [610]. 

2(b) Size, and number of skeps held 

Most of the undivided shelters reach a height between 4 feet and 7 feet externally. 
Their external width ranges from about 5I feet to 11 feet, including two end walls that 
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PLATE 4. Two bee boles and a bee shelter at Sykeside, Grasmere [513]. Photo P. Walker, 1990. 

may each be 1-2 feet thick. Their internal depth from front to back ranges from 17 
inches to 48 inches (average 29 inches). 

There are also five shelters with two compartments, and two with three. They are 
similar to undivided shelters in height and depth, but most of them are wider, each 
compartment being 3 to 4I feet wide internally, with internal division(s) up to 2 feet 
thick. The largest shelter, at Well Know, Cartmel [156], was over 20 feet wide; it had 
two tiers of five compartments, each for two skeps, accommodating twenty in all. In 
1953 it still had part of its slate-tiled roof, but was in a poor state of repair. The two 
unusual brick and wood shelters in Lorton, near Cockermouth [73, 74], dating from 
about i860, have five compartments, each for a single skep. 

Beekeeping books in Britain recommended the use of skeps with an external diameter 
between 10 inches and 15 inches. When arranged on a shelf they did not touch each 
other, and if we allow 18 inches per skep, the smallest Cumbrian shelters would 
accommodate three skeps and most of them four to six. The average number per shelter 
(both types together) is 5.4; a set of bee boles held an average of 4.5 skeps (see Appendix 
B). 

3. Characteristics of the Cumbrian bee boles 

Plates 2, 4, 5 and 6 show examples of bee boles (recesses in a set or, occasionally, 
singly, in a garden or other wall). Cumbria has 105 sets of bee boles, more than in any 
other county (see Appendix B). 
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