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This is the first systematic exploration of extant local source
references up to the early thirteenth century. In England hive
beekeeping was done from pre-Roman times, probably
introduced from continental Europe into eastern England and
spread west from there. Anglo-Saxon references to beeswax,
honey and mead are quoted and discussed, including the use
of honey to pay rents and other dues. Domesday Book contains
several hundred entries about honey or hives, which have been
studied as a whole for the first time and are cited in an
Appendix. Together, they provide the earliest direct evidence,
in 1086, that beekeeping was widespread in England.
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Early English beekeeping: the evidence
from local records up to the end
of the Norman period

e EvA CRANE AND PENELOPE WALKER

Bees were almost certainly kept in hives in England from pre-Roman times.' However,
the first documentary evidence of hive beekeeping is from the Anglo-Saxon period.
This article is the first systematic exploration of extant local source material related to
beekeeping, from the earliest references up to the early thirteenth century, and
especially of the several hundred entries about honey or hives in Domesday Book. The
available evidence is brought together and analysed to see what can be learned about
the extent and practice of English hive beekeeping, the types of hive, the honey yields,
and what was done with the bee products.

Shorter documentary references appear in the following text; longer extracts follow
in two Appendices.

1. Bees’ nest in a hollow tree viewed from below; the bees have been
removed to show the comb structure (photographer unknown).
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Hive beekeeping in England

Before bees were kept in hives, honey was obtained from wild nests, which would have
been widespread in woodland. In England bees’ nests were usually in old trees with
cavities large enough to be acceptable to a swarm seeking a nest site (Figure 1). Swarms
continued to nest in such cavities long after hives were used in an area. Domesday Book
contains a few direct references to renders of honey produced in woods or forest, and
this honey was probably collected from wild nests (see Appendix 2).*> A charter of
¢. 1155-568 confirming a gift of land to Haughmond Abbey in Shropshire referred to
bees in a wood: ‘if a servant finds a swarm (examina) of bees in his wood, he shall give up
one half of it [its produce] or he can keep the whole if it is not wanted’.?

2. Woven wicker from the period AD 1-200, probably the top part of a
skep—the earliest known. Feddersen Wierde, Lower Saxony. (W. Haarnagel,
see F. Ruttner, Allgemeine deutsche Imkerzeitung, 11(9), (1977), 259).

S

Hive beekeeping was almost certainly introduced into eastern England from north-
west continental Europe, probably by Celtic peoples, and transmitted from east to west
across England.! The hives were inverted baskets known as skeps, made of woven wicker
(see Figures 2 and 4). At some period after about Ap 500, skeps of coiled straw (see
Figure 3) were introduced by the Saxons who settled in eastern England,” and their use
also spread westward. Until the late nineteenth century, when these skeps were
gradually superseded by wooden movable-frame hives, they were the most common hive
in England, and beekeeping methods had changed remarkably little since Saxon times.

In north-west Europe including England, skep beekeepers depended on getting and
using swarms.’ Skeps were small, and the bees became overcrowded so that they swarmed
in early summer. In swarming, about half the bees (with the queen) left a crowded hive
and clustered nearby, and the bees remaining in the parent hive reared a new queen.
The hives were watched during the swarming season, and if a swarm flew out and settled
on a tree branch the beekeeper could ‘take’ it by shaking it into an empty hive, and both
it and the parent colony were likely to store honey. Sometimes the parent colony
produced one or more further swarms, and the first swarm might itself later produce a
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3. Later straw skep on a stand under a shelter (T. Bewick, Select fables
(1784)).

swarm. At the end of summer the beekeeper killed the bees in some hives to harvest the
honey and wax in them. He overwintered others as ‘stock’ hives (like stock cattle); he
left all their honey and might give them extra honey combs as well. In late summer he
could thus have two or three times as many occupied hives as during the winter and early
spring. After the bees in a skep were killed, honey combs were cut out, broken up, and
put into a cloth bag to drain; the bag was finally squeezed to extract more honey. Any
honey still adhering to the combs was soaked off in water from which mead was made.

The documentary evidence, excluding Domesday Book

Hives, beekeepers and beekeeping

The earliest known written evidence about hive beekeeping in England dates from
¢. 705. In his book De laude virginitatis sive de virginitate sanctorum, Aldhelm, abbot of
Malmesbury in Wiltshire and later bishop of Sherborne in Dorset, mentioned hives
made of wicker (vimen = osier. See Figure 4).” This suggests that hives of coiled straw
had not reached Wessex by his time, but perhaps Aldhelm was not writing specifically
about Wessex. He also mentioned hives of bark (corticibus), which are known in some
southern parts of Europe but not in England. Aldhelm seems to have been fond of both
bees and honey. In a letter to Bishop Wilfrid’s clergy in Northumbria after the bishop
had been exiled, Aldhelm compared the devotion between the bishop and his clergy to
the way in which a swarm of bees follows the movements of its leader.®

Ceo est hosebonderie was written in Anglo-Norman in the thirteenth century. As far as is
known, the beekeeping passage it contains is the only source of information about
beekeeping practices in England at this time.” Beekeeping conditions and methods had
probably been similar during the preceding centuries. A French commentary on this
passage speculated that the English manor had hives which needed little attention.
According to Ceo est hosebonderie, the total annual amount of honey to be expected from
a well managed hive and the swarms issuing from it was about a gallon (6.4 kg at a
relative density of 1.4). Subtracting the amount used for feeding stock hives, the
average net yield expected per stock hive would be rather less than a gallon, say 5% kg.
The honey yield could, however, vary greatly from year to year.
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