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Irish Beekeeping in the past

by EVA CRANE and PENELOPE WALKER

Our knowledge of past beekeeping in Ireland is based largely on early mediaeval manuscripts,
printed books from later centuries, and also surviving structures built to protect bee hives.

The Use of Wild Nests of Bees

Before bees were kept in hives, people in Ireland would have obtained honey combs from wild
nests in trees, and combs were still harvested from natural nests long after hives were used.
Deforestation eventually removed trees with large trunks which might contain cavities
suitable for bees’ nests, although a few such nests can still be found, for instance in an oak
in Tomies wood near Killarney.

The bee judgments’ in the Ancient Irish Laws written in the seventh and eighth centuries,
referred to in detail below, gave directions for dividing the produce of a bees’ nest in a tree
between owners of the land and of different parts of the tree (§11 and on). When a nest was
found in owned (enclosed) land by someone other than the land owner:

§47. The man who finds a tree with bees in a lawful green [enclosed land]: . . . one half
[goes] to the man who finds it, the other half to [the owner of] the green where it is
found.

The two following parégraphs also probably refer to the honey combs from a wild nest.

§48. The man who finds a stray swarm if it be outside the green up to a great forest or
inaccessible country or unshared land, one third [goes] to the man who finds it, two
thirds to [the owner of] the land where it is found.

§49.  The man who finds a stray swarm in a forest or unshared land or inaccessible country:
it is immune for him [to take it], for it is one of the complete immunities in Irish law
except for the share of the chief of the kindred and the share of the church to which
he makes a bequest; and this is their share: one third from every third, Iest the church
or the kindred be defrauded of anything which their members may be entitled to.

In later times, beekeepers collected swarms that issued from wild nests, and possibly bees
from the nests themselves, to put in hives.

Bees and the Early Christian Church

Christianity reached Ireland about AD 430, and a number of Christian saints who lived in the
500s were credited with bringing bees to Ireland. In fact, the bees were present long before
this, and the records more probably refer to hives being brought. Even so, it is unlikely that
any hives brought by Christian saints were the earliest, for reasons explained below.

In 1937 Hilda Ransome? published the following stories. One legend said that St David
introduced bees to Ireland from Wales in the charge of St Modomnoc (or Medoc), and others
that St Molaga or St Aidan — also friends or disciples of St David — brought them. The
Martyrology of Oengus has a gloss on the entry for St Finan Cam of Kinnitty, Co. Offaly:
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‘Finan Cam brought wheat into Ireland,
i.e. the full of his shoe he brought. [In fact
wheat was grown in Ireland from Neolithic
times.] Declan brought the rye, i.e. the full
of his shoe; Modomnoc brought bees, i.e.
the full of his bell; and in one ship they
were brought.” The shape and mouth-down
position of a skep (Fig. 1) would link it
with a bell.

There are other stories about saints and
bees. The Book of Lismore relates a story
of St Patrick’s boyhood, in about AD 400.
The children where he lived used to bring
their mothers honey from the comb.

So his nurse said to him, ‘Thou bringst no
honey to me, my boy, even as the boys bring
it to their mothers.” Then Patrick taking a

vessel goes to the water, and sained the water, Fig. 1

so that it became honey, and relics were made Coiled-straw skep exhibited at the Irish

of that honey and it used to heal every disease. National Honey Show in 1980; it is about
Later, when Patrick was at sea and all the 45 cm wide and has a wooden carrying knob.
provisions were finished, the sailors asked (Photo: Dominic Ryan)

him for food, and ‘God gave them a fresh-
cooked swine, and wild honey was brought to Patrick like John the Baptist.’

St Brigit was connected with mead. Once a certain man of her household made mead for
the King of Leinster, but when they came to drink it not a drop was to be found. Brigit rose
to save the man, and she blessed the vessels; the mead was then found in fullness, and ‘that
was a wonderful miracle’.

There is another story in which bees venerated the Holy Host. In one told by Lady Gregory,
a swarm of bees approached an honourable priest carrying the Host to a sick man. The priest
captured the swarm and took it with him, leaving the Host on the ground, but the swarm
escaped and took the Host to the nest site. The bees used their wax to build a chapel for the
Host, complete with altar, chalice and priests. The visiting priest was much concerned when
he saw that the Host had disappeared, but later an angel told him where it was, sheltered and
venerated. So the priest called the people to see this new wonder, and a great many of them
believed.

Saint Gobnat, who lived in the 500s, kept bees when she was in charge of a Christian
convent at Ballyvourney in Co. Cork. She used them — probably by upsetting skeps to make
the bees fly out — to repel a band of raiders who tried to steal the local people’s cattle. In some
versions of the story she miraculously changed the bees into soldiers, and a skep into a brass
helmet which she presented afterwards to the defending chieftain O’Hierley. His family is
said to have treasured the helmet, but this was lost during the penal days in the 1700s. In
another version the skep was turned into a bell, and up to the 1800s St Gobnat’s bronze bell
was kept at Ballyvourney. Ransome,? Fife* and Crane* gave further details.
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The following lines, translated by James Carney, refer to the Irish hermit Marban in the
600s.?

... alone I live quite happy . . .

Eggs in clutches, and God gives mast, honey, heath-pease; . . .
A cup of mead from noble hazel, . . .

Bees and chafers, gentle humming . . .

The Culdees, a monastic order in Ireland, were allowed to drink thick milk mixed with
honey on Christmas and Easter Eves. According to The Book of Lismore, St Findian fed six
days of the week on bread and water, but on Sunday was allowed salmon and ‘the full of a cup
of clear mead’.

Traditional Hive Beekeeping in the Middle Ages

We know little about mediaeval Irish beekeeping except from the Ancient Laws which were
written in the 600s/700s, and were based on earlier material. Some of them have proved arich
source of information on certain aspects of beekeeping which is lacking in English manuscripts
of the same period.® They were made accessible by Charles-Edwards and Kelly’s 1983 book
Bechbretha,” i.e. Bee judgments, which gives the text of 55 judgments, with English
translations and extensive notes and commentary. These authors point out that the Irish bee
Judgments contained no Latin loan words relating to bees or beekeeping, so the beekeeping
vocabulary in Ireland must have been established before the arrival of Christianity in about
AD 430.

As many as a third of the bee judgments were concerned with the ownership and value of
swarms. In Ireland, as in Wales and England, colonies were kept in small hives so that they
would swarm early and produce many later swarms; an Irish triad from the 1800s listed ‘three
small things which are best: a small hive, a small sheep, and a small woman’. Laws about
‘stray swarms’ (§46- §49) did not specify whether the swarm was from a hive or natural nest,
but one (§45) mentioned a communal apiary: ‘a place where there are many hives’ which were
owned by different people.

Like many other countries, Ireland had Ancient Laws which dealt with the theft of bees. In
general, bees on enclosed land were given greater legal protection than those on unenclosed
land; bees stolen from a garden or courtyard ‘incur equal penalty with household goods’ (§50-
§52).

A judgment in Bretha Etgid, an Irish legal commentary from about the 1100s, dealt with
accidental injury to bees. It referred for example to ‘three hen-offences in a farmyard: soft
swallowing of bees, and distribution of madder and onions’.® The owner of the bee-eating
hens was fined, and the payment used to recompense the beekeeper. Such behaviour by hens
need not be considered impossible; in Turkey, Adsay® trained chicks of common domestic
poultry to eat wasps, as a method of wasp control in an apiary.

Congal ‘the one-eyed’, who had been King of Tara in the early 600s, was deprived of his
kingship after being stung in the eye by a bee and was thus blinded and blemished (Bechbretha
§31-§32). A number of the judgments (§28-30, §33) relate to the blame attached to bees which
stung a person. Bees were immune from blame if they stung a man who was robbing them,
or investigating them while they were swarming (§27). But if they attacked ‘anyone going
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past them on his way who is doing them no harm or illegality’ (§28), the injury to the person
‘entails his sufficiency of honey . . ., with an oath from him that he did not kill the bee which
stung him’ (§29).

Although Bechbretha do not make it clear what hives were used, the word crand (tree) for
a hive in one of the judgments suggests that there were log hives in Ireland during or before
the 600s/700s.'° The reference quoted above to Modomnoc bringing ‘the full of his bell’ to
Ireland from Wales suggests skeps. Other Irish texts used the following terms for hive:!!

600s-800s lestar, widely used for a domestic wooden vessel for liquids
crand [tree]: log hive

1000s-1100s  ce(i)s, also cliab, basket: woven wicker skep

1600s on corcdg or coircedg, cognate with corca, oats (the cereal most commonly
grown in Ireland): coiled-straw skep.

According to the Book of Rights written between 1050 and 1100 (see Dillon'?) the King of
Ulaid was entitled to ‘20 baskets [cliab] in which are bees’ — woven wicker skeps.

The Annals of Ulster, which cover the period to 1131, referred in the year 951 to bechdibad,
‘amortality of bees’, and in 993 to ‘a great mortality of people and cattle and bees’ throughout
all Treland.”

Later Traditional Hive Beekeeping

The first beekeeping book in Ireland was Instructions for Managing Bees ‘drawn up and
published by the Dublin Society’ in 1733. It set out approved beekeeping practice at the
time, which was rather similar to that in the 1500s in the rest of the skep region of north-west
Europe; for example straw skeps were recommended (Fig. 1), since hives of woven wicker
did not provide enough insulation. As to the size of skeps, ‘some recommend Hives that will
hold a Bushel or more, yet an Half-bushel Hive will contain a competent Stock: . . . I have set
an Half-bushel Hive as the Medium . . .”. This was probably just over 12 inches (30 cm) in
diameter and 9 inches (23 cm) or more in height; the capacity would be about 18 litres. (The
capacity of a 10-frame Langstroth brood box is about 40 litres.) The killing of bees with
brimstone matches was ‘too commonly known to be mentioned’. Swarms were still highly
valued: ‘If you begin with Ten good stocks, and the Years prove favourable, so that each Hive
yield one prime Swarm, and a Cast [afterswarm] besides, and if you put two Casts into one
Hive, then you will have 25 good Stocks at the End of the first Year, . . ..

The Gardener’s New Companion published by the Dublin Society in 1767 included an
Appendix: ‘The Revd Mr Thorley’s directions for keeping Bees, whether in Hives [skeps] or
Boxes; and when in the former, how to remove the Honey and Wax, without destroying the
Bees’. This Appendix, together with the 1733 book (and a paper by Arthur Dobbs in 1750
mentioned below), were reprinted by the Royal Dublin Society in 1980.'

In 1780 Lord O’Neill of Shane’s Castle, Co. Antrim, engaged P. Carrara, an [talian ‘bee
artificer’, to construct an apiary and give instructions to his gardener as to the successful
management of bees. One hive which occupied a high central position in the apiary was made
of cedar wood, overlaid with pure gold leaf.'
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The Statutes of Ireland in force in 1786! included the
following:

Every person who shall be taken . . . with bee hives with honey or
combs in them, or with fresh honey in combs, and not keeping bees of
his or her own; [and cannot prove how he or she came by the same,]
shall be deemed to be guilty of stealing . . . and suffer all the penalties
which by law ought to be inflicted on such offence.

An Irish beekeeper, Arthur Dobbs of Castle Dobbs in Co.
Antrim, was the first person to describe clearly the part played
by honey bees in plant pollination,'” which was an advance of
world importance. Using a magnifying glass, he saw that
honey bees transferred pollen from the anthers of one flower
to the pistil of another flower of the same species, where the
pollen — ‘the male seed” — impregnated the ovum. He reported
this at a meeting of the Royal Society in London on 8 November
1750, and it was published in the same year.'

In 1800 the Transactions of the Dublin Society (1: 75-96)
published a letter from Christian Schulze: ‘A memoir on the
great advantage of raising silkworms and of cultivating bees in
Ireland’.

Fig. 2 Doubourdieu’s
In Co. Down, where bees were reckoned to thrive remarkably colied-straw hive

well, Doubourdieu’ described a ‘new constructed beehive’ (1803).°

(Fig. 2). It was an open-topped skep with a glass bell jar for

honey above, protected by a tall straw cap. It was said that a wooden covering was better, and
that more than 90 1b [40 kg] of honey was taken from such a hive the previous autumn.

A statistical and political account of Ireland in 1812% reported that the Dublin Society had
offered a premium for the preservation of bees in winter. It also included the following
comments.

Honey from the dry hills of Co. Down, covered with heath and odiferous herbs, is highly esteemed for its fine
flavour.

In Derry . . . the number of bees kept for profit has greatly decreased within the past 20 years. Round
Aghadowey, scaps [skeps] average 20-40 pounds of honey in the comb. Mr Acheson is the only person in this
district who has made any attempt to abolish the usual practice of suffocating bees . . . In place of the common
scaps he uses square boxes with panes of glass. Boxes are divided into two by a sheet of copper across the
middle; a stick can be introduced to support the comb. Mr Green at Kilrea in Co. Kildare has pursued the same
plan.

Three other books which included instructions on beekeeping in Ireland were published
before modern (movable-frame) hives were used.

1839 W. Hickey (pseud. M. Doyle), A Cyclopaedia of Practical Husbandry and Rural
Affairs (Dublin, Curry, pp. 37-48).

1841 H. M. Stationery Office, Dublin, The Farmer’s Guide . . . for Small Farmers and
Cotter Tenantry of Ireland, pp. 153-158.

1847 H. D. Richardson, The Hive and the Honey-bee . . . (Dublin, McClashan).
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Fig. 3
Reproduction of a seating plan of the House of the Mead Circuit on the Hill of Tara
(The Book of Leinster, 1100s, reproduced by Trinity College, Dublin, 1880) See text.
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Honey and Beeswax

In the 600s, the Venerable Bede of Northumbria described Ireland as an ‘island rich in milk
and honey’, and the Northumbrian King Aldrith said when he left Ireland in 685 that he found
there ‘gold and silver; I found honey, I found wheat’.?! Giraldus Cambrensis, who visited
Ireland in 1183 and 1185, also described the island as rich in honey and milk.?

In Ancient Ireland the ‘stirabout’ fed to children in poor families consisted of oatmeal on
buttermilk or water, eaten with stale butter. Sons of chieftains had barley meal on new milk,
with fresh butter, but sons of kings had wheaten bread upon new milk, taken with honey.?

Mead, an alcoholic drink produced by the fermentation of honey in water, is mentioned in
a few mediaeval Irish manuscripts, although not in the Ancient Laws. A penitential from
about the 800s referred to the sin of ‘drunkenness from drinking beer or a measure of mead’.
And Fig. 3 from the 1100s shows a seating plan (reputedly from the 200s) of the great mead
hall on the Hill of Tara in the Boyne valley. Food was distributed by the man shown in the
centre, and lights to illuminate the hall are shown immediately to the right. Above is the
cooking spit, and at the top the mead vat, dabach; a mead cup (not shown) was mid-chuach.
Writing on the left and right of the plan indicates the places where persons belonging to
certain grades of society should sit, and the joint of meat with which they should be served.
The National Museum of Ireland in Dublin has a collection of wooden methers or mazers from
the 1600s or earlier.

Beeswax was essential for church candles in mediaeval times, but less evidence of this was
found in Ireland. However, in The Statutes of Ireland,** there is a reference to waxicot
(ceragium), a duty paid twice a year towards the charge of wax candles in churches. An
English statute from the mid-1400s, which became applicable in Ireland, set stringent
standards for the sale of beeswax and objects made from it.

No person shall sell, nor put to sale any candles, images, figures, and other works of wax at higher price, but
only after the rate of three pence more in the weight of a pound, over than the common price of a pound of
plain wax, is between merchant and merchant at the time of such sale, upon pain to forfeit such candles, and
other works of wax so put to sale, and the value of them that shall be sold against the form of this statute, and
to make a fine to the King, . . . This statute does not extend to hearses to be made for nobles that die.

Structures for Protecting Hives

Skeps were usually kept in the open on stands, but some beekeepers built a special structure
to protect skeps of bees from wind and rain.? In Ireland, as in Britain, most of the surviving
structures are bee boles — recesses, each for one skep, built in a row into an outside stone or
brick wall (Fig. 4). Since 1952 records have been collected in the International Bee Research
Association Register of Bee Boles and other Beekeeping Structures, and they now include the
following.

sets of bee boles ‘ other structures
England 675 141
Scotland 201 19
Wales 78 23 :
Ireland 33 ‘ 10 (+ 3 towers)

France 116
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