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English Beekeeping from c. 1200 to
1850: evidence from Local Records

PENELOPE WALKER & EvA CRANE °

Among all the Creatures which our bountifull God hath made for the use and
service of man in respect of great profit with smal cost, of their ubiquitie ... and
of their continuall labour and comly order, the Bees are the most to be

admired.

For

first with the provision of a Hive and some little care and attendance, which

need be no hindrance to other businesse, but rather a delightful recreation
amid the same; they bring in a store of sweet delicates, most holesome both for

meat and medicine.

These 1

ines open Chapter I in the Reverend Charles Butler’s important beekeeping

book published in 1609.' The ‘care and attendance’ given to bees changed little during
the Norman period, as we stressed in a previous article,” and even up to the nineteenth
century. The earliest hives (skeps) of woven wicker (Figure 1) were gradually replaced
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1. Wicker skeps depicted in Sebastian Miinster’s Cosmographia (Bern,
1545).
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2. Skeps in two hive recesses in a wall (copyright Jenny Bidgood, 1992).

by those of coiled-straw (Figures 2 and 3). From the late sixteenth century a number of
books printed in England gave beekeepers advice on managing their bees, but very
little has been written about ways in which beekeeping impinged on the everyday life of
people during past centuries. This article presents information on this important
subject found in local records.

We received many extracts from unpublished sources in response to a letter
published in 1986, asking if anyone working on the records (for their own purposes)
had seen mentions of bees, honey or beeswax. These extracts are quoted in the
Appendix, under county. We found other records published in diverse books and
articles. The total of over 400 items examined in this study (Table 1) constitutes a
substantial collection of data, especially for the period 1550-1740. Nearly all counties of
England are represented, some by numerous records, as is the case with Derbyshire,
Hampshire and Yorkshire, and a few by only two or three items. No local records were
obtained for Northumberland or for the Isle of Man, and the few from Berkshire and
Wiltshire were included in a discussion of offences related to beekeeping.”

The large number of inventories, in particular, enrich our picture of past
beekeeping—they show the number of hives held and by whom, and the value of a hive
of bees. Wills and other documents illustrate how bees were passed from one person to
another, and how much beeswax was given to the Church. The results of surveys made
by local historians in different areas allowed us to calculate how frequently bees and
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Table 1: Categories of local records surveyed

No. No. counties

individual represented Date range

records
Inventories 263 22 1400-1742
Wills 58 18 1505-1806
Account books 29 16 1248-1849
Rental books 6 3 1237-1496
Diaries/memorandum

books 4 3 1641-1760

Cartularies 3 2 1260-1460
Court records* 3 2 1399-1500s
Other 40 20 1278-1847
Total 406 35 1237-1849

*Others were discussed by Walker, ‘Offences and punishments’ (see ref. 3).

bee-related items were mentioned in a total of over 16,000 inventories and wills (Table
5). In addition, some local records show that honey and beeswax were used for
payments of tithes and rents, and others give prices of these products. Tolls and
customs dues were levied on honey and wax, but these are beyond the scope of this
article.

Outside the period when inventories were drawn up for probate and other
purposes (from the early sixteenth century to the mid-eighteenth century), the
number of records relating to bees and beekeeping is smaller, but they are more
varied. The few items cited from household and estate accounts and from
memorandum books suggest that searches of such documents may provide further
details. Readers working on these records may well find mentions of bees, hives,
honey or wax, and the authors of this article would be grateful for details of the
wording and source of each reference.

In addition to the written records listed in Table 1, much evidence about
beekeeping in England during the period has recently been obtained from about 880
structures of stone, brick or cob built to house skeps of bees, especially in wet and
windy areas. They date from ¢.1200 to ¢.1900, but most are from the sixteenth to the
cighteenth centuries. Few contemporary references to the structures are known, but
extensive written and photographic records have been compiled during the last 50
years.' Figure 2 shows an example of wall recesses for hives.

Voluntary transfers of hives of bees, and of honey and beeswax

Purchases and sales

A beekeeper wanting to buy bees would probably get them locally, and many examples
of Devonshire yeomen buying and selling ‘butts’ (hives) of bees were found in records
from Elizabethan and early Stuart times.” In his 1593 book, Edmund Southerne said
some people believed—although he did not—that bees should not be bought or sold
for money but should be exchanged for wheat, otherwise they would not prosper.’
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Samuel Bower, incumbent of Sprotborough near Doncaster, Yorkshire, noted in his
memorandum book that in 1640 he bought bees ‘at Cantley for 30s. + a mett of
wheat’.” But in certain places it was a common belief that bees prospered only if gold

was paid for them; one Sussex gentleman paid one guinea for two hives of bees in
1733.°

Some beekeepers made their own skeps, but others would have bought them. The
numbers purchased by Oriel College and Sion College in Oxford were recorded for
each of seven years between 1472 and 1532, a total of 63.” Thomas Turner of Ticehurst,
Sussex, noted in his diary the purchase of one dozen hives in February 1760 and 15 in
January 1761 from ‘Tho. Burfield ... of Steyning, supplier of beechives’." In
Cumberland, the Carlisle Journal of 11 December 1813 contained a death notice for
Thomas Modlin, aged 77, ‘beehive manufacturer and bee merchant of Talkin Tarn’,
and an old beekeeper near Penrith recalled that until about 1900 his grandfather ‘in
the winter months ... would take about four or five cwt. of rye straw to Joseph Turner,
straw hive skep-maker, at Catterlen’." Figure 3 shows a Cornish skep-maker. Gypsies in
the New Forest—who were permitted to sell only things they had made from plants
growing wild—made skeps from ‘bennets’ (sedge), then took them to market ‘in sticks
of six, bound round with a single band of green briar’,” and they also hawked the skeps

3. Mr Hambly, a Cornish skep-maker, 1952 (photographer unknown).
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round Hampshire, Dorset and Wiltshire."” Skep-making may also have been a fairly
common occupation in the Norwich area, for the fifteenth-century guild pageants
included ‘skeppers’, that is skep-makers, with the skinners, glovers, wax chandlers and
others."

All honey and beeswax prices in the records mentioned in this section are included
in Table 3. The earliest information found on money sales and purchases is provided by
the Compotus de Crundal (Account Roll of Crondal Manor, Hampshire) for 1248,
which recorded that 494 stoups of honey (probably almost 250 gallons) were sold for
£6. 13s. 1X4d., and also six gallons for 4s."” In the same county the Beaulieu Abbey
account book for 1269-70 contained entries for sales of honey by the blacksmith (three
galones), the tanner and the wool store (two galones each), and Otterwood Grange.
The abbey itself sold over half a ton."" Accounts kept by churchwardens in Bishops
Stortford, Hertfordshire, record the sale of two gallons of honey and various purchases
of wax in the 1430s (see below, p.13)."

Most small sales would have been made locally. An Essex charcoal burner sold two
gallons of honey to his landlord in the mid-sixteenth century,” and in 1571 Robert
Pattison, a Carlisle merchant with nine hives of bees in his garden, had three gallons of
honey ‘in stock’, presumably to sell." Gilbert White of Selborne, Hampshire, wrote of a
honey trader coming to the village on 4 October 1783

This day has been at Selborne the honey market, for a person from Chert [sic]
came over with a cart to whom all the villagers round about brought their hives,
and sold the contents. This year has proved a good one for the Upland bee
gardens, but not to those near the forest. Combs were sold last year at 3%d per
pound. This year from 3% to 4d.*

Churt is about eight miles from Selborne.

Purchases of beeswax were included in the accounts of certain large housecholds,
for example that of Thomas, Earl of Lancaster; in one year (1313-14) it bought
1,7141b. of wax for seals as well as 1,870 Ib. of wax lights called perchers.*' The Paston
family of Norfolk purchased wax lights from John Orford, a London wax chandler,
whose bill (1466) reads: ‘for xii torches and one candell of 11b. lvs iid ob
[halfpenny]’.”” Professor Dyer, who studied household accounts of the fifteenth
century, also found that some large houscholds such as that of Richard Mitford,
Bishop of Salisbury, obtained many goods including spices and wax from London.”
On the other hand Kings College, Cambridge, bought at least some of its wax locally.
Although fairs were in decline in the later Middle Ages, Stourbridge Fair on the
outskirts of Cambridge remained important, and many households in eastern
England obtained various goods there, including wax.” The detailed household
accounts kept by Sarah Fell of Swarthmoor Hall in Westmorland included prices paid
in 1675-6 for bee hives and wax.” The family bought and sold goods at the local
markets of Ulverston and Dalton as well as further afield, for example in Lancaster
and Preston.” Cottagers in Kent sometimes sold honey and wax from their bees to get
money for their rent.”

Bequests and other gifts to individuals

Hives of bees were included in the personal bequests of 55 wills surveyed. A 1605
will found in an old oak chest at Holdenhurst Parish Church, Hampshire, is fairly
typical. John Howkie, a husbandman, left to Joan his wife and John his son, ‘my
garden of hyves ... they shall have the benefit and increase of the said garden
between them’. He bequeathed hives kept in three further places to two other sons
and a daughter.”
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Figure 4 shows part of a will, which includes a section referring to bees:

Item. I Give and bequeath to my brother William one Shillings
to my brothers Williams wife a Stocke of Bees
& to Sarah Mary Darchus & Deborah his Daughters Each of them
a Stock of Bees.
My Sister Sarah a Stock of Bees and 20s.
John Pressey a Shilling his wife a Stock of Bees
- and his three Children Each of them a Stock of Bees
John Chapman & Thomas Each of them a Stocke of Bees.

William Clerk of St. Albans bequeathed a total of seven ‘hyves of beyn’ and two ‘hony
pottes’ to seven different people (1525; see Appendix).”

Bees received by a widow as part of her husband’s residuary estate would not
necessarily be mentioned in his will. However, among the wills with specific bequests of
bees, ten stated the number of hives a wife was to receive; John Gowers of Little
Baddow, Essex, left to his wife two ‘skepes of Bees which were her fathers’.™ Most
beneficiaries were members of the family, and Table 2 shows how frequently various
relations were mentioned; daughters were the most common legatees. For example, in
1611 Richard Dyer, a Bedfordshire labourer, left each of his three daughters a hive of
bees.* Only two wills mentioned grandchildren; in one, dating from 1670, Rose Sibley
of Hexton, Hertfordshire, gave to her grandchildren Joseph, Jeremy and Rose, ‘each of
them One Stock of Bees immediately after my decease. And the rest of my Bees I give
unto my daughter Anna Woodward for hir life and after her decease To be divided
equally amongst hir Children.”* The children—and some of the other people—named
in the wills would probably not look after the bees bequeathed to them, but they would
receive the honey and wax from them, or the income from sales. There is one record of
a gift of bees as a dowry: Charles Butler, whose 1609 book is quoted above, gave some
bees to his daughter at birth, and by the time she married they amounted to a £400
portion.”

In some wills bees were given to friends, or to servants. An Essex yeoman (1584) left
six of his ten hives to his maidservant,” and John Parishe of Limpsfield, Surrey, willed to
‘Maid Anne Meddurste, one stock of bees standing next to the gate, being a straw hive’
(1605).»

Table 2: Family members receiving bequests of bees in 35 wills

No. wills with bequests to

daughter(s) 15
son(s) 12
wife 10
brother(s) 4
sister 3
godchild 2
grandchildren 2
nephews/nieces 1
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