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COUNTRY LIFE—JULY 4, 1974 

IT STARTED WITH HONEY HUNTING 
A CENTENARY OF ENGLISH BEE-KEEPING *o By EVA CRANE 

THE Bee Research Association includes 
historical research within its frame of 
reference and, since the Association 

was founded in England and has its head­
quarters here, interest in discovering the past 
has been concentrated especially in this 
country. Like industrial archaeology, the 
early manifestations of modern beekeeping 
are now old enough to be respectably historical, 
but recent enough to leave traces that diligent 
search can uncover, and to be recorded by 
photographs, of which the BRA has an im­
portant and growing collection. Two anniver­
saries this year have further stimulated 
interest in the recent past of beekeeping and 
bee science: of the British Beekeepers' Asso­
ciation and of the Bee Research Association. 

This summer the BBKA celebrated the 
centenary of the meeting in May 1874, when 
the eight "gentlemen present constituted 
themselves provisionally into a Society called 
the British Beekeepers' Association". The 
meeting was held on May 18, 1974, at the 
National Beekeeping Centre on the Royal 
Agricultural Society's showground at Stone-
leigh in Warwickshire. 

The BBKA's association with the Royal 
Agricultural Society is a long one, dating from 
a show at Kilburn on June 30, 1879, which 
was "memorable for the constant downpour 
of rain". Whenever the weather has been fine, 
however, demonstrations with live bees have 
been a feature of the agricultural shows up 
and down the country. In 1878, in preparation 
for the Annual Metropolitan Bee Show, a tent 
"was made from a design by Mr Huckle, of 
King's Langley, and had an enclosure of 20ft 
in diameter for the manipulator to work in, 
with a covered way of 6ft in width for 
spectators". Fig 1 reproduces a drawing of 
one version of this bee-tent, from A Book 
About Bees by the Rev F. G. Jenyns published 
in 1886. At the bee-tent, "safe from attack 
behind the gauze net, many will be gathered 
to witness some expert engaged in driving 
bees, and transferring them from a skep. You 
will hear him also explain some of the wonders 
of the hive, and the best way of practical 
management." 
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1—A BEE TENT FROM A BOOK ABOUT BEES BY F. G. JENYNS, 1886. 
Demonstrations with live bees have been a feature of agricultural shows for the past century 

Jenyns's previous chapter dealt with 
superstitions with, regard to bees, "speaking 
not of the bees' wisdom but of man's foolish­
ness". He quotes Virgil's lines about "tanging" 
a swarm to make it settle, and remarks that 
by making a loud noise the owner of the 
swarm would at least give notice to those 
round about that the swarm in the air was his. 
Virgil's works were translated into English 
by John Dryden and published in 1697. Fig 3 
reproduces the engraving of the tanging 
procedure from this volume—hives and bee­
keepers being portrayed as visualised in 
England at the time. 

LTntil about 1850, bees were kept in skeps 
and other "fixed-comb" hives. Modern 
beekeeping methods, using hives in which 
framed wax combs hang freely and can be 
removed at will, are little more than 100 
years old. This concept of movable-frame 

beekeeping was the culmination of many 
centuries of effort, in many countries, to 
obtain more control of the bees than was 
possible with fixed-comb hives (skeps, logs, 
clay pots and pipes, and boxes of various 
sorts). If one person can be called the father 
of movable-frame beekeeping it is the Rev 
L. L. Langstroth in the USA, whose book 
The Hive and the Honey-bee was published in 
1853. 

An early protagonist of the new 
beekeeping methods was W. B. Tegetmeier, 
who was more widely known in his role as the 
pigeon expert of The Field. He published a 
book Bees, Hives and Honey in 1860, and was 
Hon Secretary of a Society of Beekeepers at 
Muswell Hill about that time. Fig 4 repro­
duces a lithograph which carries the caption: 
"Experimental bee house. Muswell Hill, 
Hornsev, erected for exhibiting the working 

2—DIFFERENT PATTERNS OF MID-19th-CENTURY 
HIVES, FROM A. NEIGHBOUR'S THE APIARY, 1866 

(Left) 3—ENGRAVING FROM DRYDEN'S TRANSLATION (1697) 
OF VIRGIL'S FOURTH GEORGIC. It illustrates the lines: But when 
thou seest a swarming cloud arise The motions of their hasty flight attend . . . 
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