
 ECTD_286(2) 

TITLE: The history of beekeeping in English gardens  

SOURCE: Garden History 28(2): 231-261  

AUTHORS: Penelope Walker & Eva Crane 

DATE: 2000 

CORRECTIONS P.252, entry for 211a, add: also 211bL. 

P.258, entry for 960: for Yalton read Tatton 

See ECTD_286(1) for first part of text.  

 
Reproduced with permission  

 



242 GARDEN HISTORY 2 8 : 2 

Figure n . A hive recess in a brick wall with a 
straw skep on a wooden base at Quebec House, 
Westerham in Kent, IBRA Register, no. 78. Photo: 
John R. C. Walker, 1988. 

Over half the walls with hive recesses can be dated precisely or at least to a specific 
century, and the peak of building activity in England seems to have been during the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The earliest stone wall on the Register, probably 
built in the twelfth century, was in a garden at Buckfast Abbey, Devon (see below). 
Several brick walls in Kent are early; for instance, a 1490 garden wall in Canterbury has 
three recesses on one side and twenty on the other.31 

In some garden walls the recesses were an architectural feature, as at Packwood 
House, Warwickshire (Figure iz). Larger recesses — like tall alcoves •— have also been 
recorded (Figure 13), and the Register includes twenty-three gardens with one or more 
alcoves, in twelve counties. Most of them are larger gardens, but John Claudius Loudon 
referred to a much humbler one; in An Encyclopaedia of Gardening (1822) he 
recommended that a labourer's cottage should have 'a Nitch in the Wall . . . to hold two 
or more beehives . . .'; and his A Manual of Cottage Gardening (1830) contained plans for 
three cottages, each incorporating a tall alcove with shelves.32 

Bee houses 

In a large garden, a bee house was occasionally built in which hives were kept on shelves, 
each having a flight hole to the outside. The beekeeper entered by a door. 

The twenty-three English bee houses in the Register (in fifteen counties) date mainly 
from the nineteenth century, and they probably accommodated the wooden hives then 
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Figure 12. Some of the thirty hive recesses in the garden at Packwood House, Lapworth in Warwickshire, IBRA 
Register, no. 15. Photo: by kind permission of Country Life, 1952. 

coming into use. Their design varied, and the following examples show that a bee house 
was often a decorative feature of a large garden. An attractive ten-sided Victorian bee 
house made of wood with a zinc lattice and roof at Hall Place, now the Berkshire College 
of Agriculture, was originally surrounded by an orchard and held skeps, but in the 1890s 
modern hives were installed (Figure 14). A bee house in the orchard of Attingham Park, 
Shropshire, has a wooden lattice front and two rows of shelves, each for six skeps (Figure 
15). An octagonal bee house at Stoke Rivers, Devon, which dates from c.1685, was 
originally a pigeon house, but it was converted to a bee house c.1770.33 A pair of unusual 
stone bee houses erected in the large walled kitchen garden of Castle Ashby House, 
Northamptonshire, was rather dilapidated in 1989.34 

The frontispiece of Edward Bevan's The Honey-bee . . . (1827) shows his own 
thatched bee house for wooden hives, surrounded by trees and flowers. He described it 
thus: 

a potatoe-cellar is sunk two thirds of its depth in the earth, and the [wooden] bee house is 
raised upon it, having a couple of steps up to the door. The dimensions of both are seven feet 
six inches by six feet clear within . . ,.35 

James Shirley Hibberd's Rustic Adornments for Homes of Taste (1856; 1870 edn) showed 
wooden box hives in a very open, ornamental 'bee house' at Stoke Newington near 
London, but at his home, Bridge House in Hermitage Road, Hornsey, he had a more 
robust bee house to protect hives from the east wind.36 
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Figure 13. An alcove for skeps 
at Daresbury Hall, Daresbury in 
Cheshire, IBRA Register, no. 16. 
Photo: Cyril Lindley. 

Winter bee houses 

Some beekeepers wintered their beehives in windowless buildings whose inner walls 
contained recesses like those for hives in outdoor walls. Most such winter bee houses are 
outbuildings, but a few — including one in Stonegrave, North Yorkshire — are in gardens. 
This building, of the late seventeenth century, is attached to the garden wall and has six 
internal recesses.37 An early eighteenth-century building in the garden of a former rectory 
in Georgeham, Devon, has nineteen recesses in two of its inside walls. 

Restoration of beekeeping structures in gardens 
In general, when owners understand the original function of a structure, they are likely to 
do what they can to preserve it. It is fortunate that action has been taken to restore a 
number of old beekeeping structures in gardens open to the public. At Heligan Gardens, 
Cornwall, a brick wall with two tiers of arched recesses for skeps, fourteen in all, was 
built c. 1820-40 near the kitchen garden.39 A century later, ivy and brambles were growing 
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