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CHAPTER 1 

THE WORLD'S BEEKEEPING — PAST 
AND PRESENT 

by EVA CRANE* 

The present book is the direct successor to one written by Lorenzo Lorraine 
Langstroth, published in 1853 under the title Langstroth on the Hive and 

the Honey-bee (1853). This made known Langstroth's practical application of 
the concept of the bee-space in 1851, and laid the foundation of modern 
beekeeping. The first part of this chapter gives a brief account of the history of 
beekeeping with the honey bee Apis mellifera, and touches on some of the 
archeological discoveries made since the last edition of the book was pub­
lished. Other bees of economic importance are also mentioned. Finally a 
summary is given of the extent of beekeeping in various parts of the world 
today. 

BEEKEEPING UP TO 1600 
Honey bees now live in all parts of the world except the extreme polar 

regions, but this was not always so. Until the 17th century they were confined 
to the Old World, where they had evolved and were widely distributed long 
before man appeared on earth. Primitive man harvested honey comb from 
bees' nests in hollow trees and rock crevices. The operation with Apis 
mellifera is shown in many rock paintings found in Africa, and some in Spain 
(Fig. 1), and with other species of bees in India and Australia. It is still carried 
out in various parts of the world, and honey can be a lifesaving food for 
primitive peoples in times of severe famine. 

Beekeeping proper started when man learned to safeguard the future of 
swarms and colonies established from them, by a certain amount of care and 
supervision, keeping them in separate purpose-made hives which substituted 
for natural dwellings of bees. For convenience and safety, a number of hives 
were often sited together in an apiary. Hive construction depended on what 
materials were at hand, and on the local skills of various communities. It is 
almost certain that the beehive had no single origin: it was a likely develop­
ment in any region populated by honey bees, when man changed from 
hunting and collecting food to producing it, and started a settled existence. 

The earliest centers of culture were in the Middle East, in hot, dry open 
country. Pottery vessels were made during most of the Neolithic period, from 
perhaps 5000 B. C. onwards, and the first hives there may have been pottery 
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FIGURE 1. Honey-collecting scene from a rock painting in La Arana shelter, Bicorp, easier 
Spam, made around 6000 B.C. and found in 1924 (copy by E. Hernandez-Pacheco). 
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vessels in which swarms happened to settle. In ancient Egypt and other 
Mediterranean regions, long cylindrical hives were made of mud, clay or other 
materials, and used in a horizontal position. Figure 2 shows honey harvesting 
about 1450 B.C. The beekeepers used smoke to drive the bees from the back of 
the hive to the front, and honey combs could be removed without killing bees; 
the brood combs were recognized and could be left intact. Hives in Ancient 
Greece followed a somewhat similar style, and fragments of pottery hives have 
been excavated from 26 sites; Figure 3 shows a complete hive. In hot, dry 
regions the hives were often stacked together, and sometimes embedded in a 
wall, to provide insulation against the heat. 

FIGURE 2. Honey harvesting from hives, shown in a wall painting c. 1450 B.C. in Rekhmire's 
tomb, West Bank, Luxor, Upper Egypt (Davies, 1944) 
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In the great forests of northern Europe, wild colonies in their nests in trees 
were tended from 2000 B.C. onwards. The earliest hives were probably logs 
from fallen trees, separated by chipping away the rest of the tree with axe and 
adz (a technique used throughout the Stone Age), and stood upright. Such 
hives can still be found in wooded areas of the north temperate zone (Fig. 4). 
Cork and other types of bark were also made into hives and, later, planks cut 
from tree trunks. 

FIGURE 3. Two pottery hives in Greece; in front, hive from about 300 B.C. excavated near 
Mount Hymettus; behind, hive in use in 1973 on the island of Antiparos in the Cyclades (photo: 
M. I. Geroulanos). 
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In agricultural communities, techniques were developed for making con­
tainers of basket work as well as pottery. Baskets were also used to house bees, 
and they have changed little through the ages; those of coiled straw are made 
today in the same way as before 5000 B.C. Wicker baskets were woven from 
materials such as pliable hazel twigs. Two wicker hives are shown in Figure 5, 
which also provides one of the earliest illustrations of protective clothing for 
beekeepers. 

All these primitive hives fulfilled certain necessary functions: they pro­
tected the bees and their combs from wind, rain, and extremes of heat or cold; 
their flight entrances were made small enough for the bees to guard; and there 
was some other opening through which the beekeeper could get at the honey 
and wax which constituted his harvest. Wood, bark, and clay were themselves 
weatherproof; straw and wicker hives were generally protected with an 
additional cover, and wicker hives were often plastered with mud and cow 
dung. 

In northern Europe the upright log hives were often large, but with basket 
hives (skeps) it was easier to vary the size, and quite small ones were used 
where beekeepers wanted their colonies to swarm early to populate empty 

FIGURE 4. Apiary of log hives, with two made from planks in the center, in North Carolina, 
U.S.A., c. I960 (photo: W. A. Stephen). 
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hives. Primitive beekeeping then consisted of little more than catching and 
hiving the swarms that issued in early summer and, at the end of the season, 
killing the bees (for instance with burning sulfur, or by plunging the hive into 
boiling water) to get the honey and wax. More advanced beekeepers cut out 
the honey combs and left the bees and brood; if necessary they provided food 
in hives for winter. 

The horizontal hives used farther south usually had a closure at the back, 
and the flight entrance at the front end; an Egyptian tomb later than Figure 2 
seems to show this (Crane, 1983). Sometimes the front end also had a 
movable closure. The beekeeper gained access to honey combs from the back 
and inserted food there. From studies of traditional beekeeping now practised 
in the Mediterranean region, it seems likely that beekeepers in some Ancient 
countries — for instance Egypt, Arabia, Crete and Sicily — carried out 

FIGURE 5. A well protected beekeeper with two wicker skeps (from Sebastian Miinster's 
Cosmographia, Bern, Switzerland, 1535). 
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various colony manipulations, including the division of colonies in summer 
(see e.g. Crane, 1983). 

In the New World there were no native honey bees, but species of stingless 
bees — social honey-storing bees in the family Meliponinae — are native to 
the tropics of America and Australasia. In Central America the Maya still 
keep some species in horizontal log hives (Schwarz, 1948), which are closed at 
the ends with wood or stone discs, each made to the shape and size required. 
Wood is perishable, and no hives are known to survive from earlier centuries. 
However, stone closures have been excavated at 12 sites, 6 in Mexico, 4 in 
Belize and 2 in Guatemala (see Crane & Graham, 1985). Figure 6 shows 
locations of limestone discs found at one site, and dotted lines have been 
drawn to join together 12 discs in pairs, which are likely to have been the two 
ends of the same hive. This site is on Cozumel, an island off the Yucatan 
peninsula where 255 of the discs have been found. Also on Cozumel, a pottery 
incense burner in the form of the Maya bee god Ah Mucan Cab was found, 
dated to about A.D. 1400, which incorporates models of four hives that 
appear similar to those used today. It is now in the museum at Merida. Figure 
7 shows some of the end closures from a site in Belize which may date from the 
Late Preclassic period (300 B.C. to A.D. 300); they provide the earliest 
remains so far found of beekeeping in the New World. 
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FIGURE 6. Plan of part of the excavated area at Buena Vista, Cozumel, Mexico, showing 
locations at which stone hive closures were found; those to the left of the root had been disturbed 
(Wallace, 1978). See text for explanation. 
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