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Winter bee houses
and bee cellars

Eva Crane & Penelope Walker

n Britain and Ireland in past cen-

turies, bees were kept in wicker
or straw skeps. Each skep was
placed on a stand in the open, pro-
tected from rain by a straw hackle
or an old dish. Or several might be
housed under a simple stone or
wooden shelter or — where stone
for building was freely available —
in specially built wall recesses (bee
boles). The International Bee Re-
search Association’s ‘Register of
bee boles and other structures for
protecting hives of bees’, started in
1952, now contains records of over
1100 such walls, which have been
discussed elsewhere."?3

Wintering bees in Britain
and Ireland
These islands have an oceanic climate,
and in mild winters the bees may break
their winter cluster several times, using
extra energy and therefore more food.
Some beekeepers moved their skepsinto
a dark building for winter so that the
bees were kept at an equable tempera-
ture and were inactive, thus conserving
their energy and food stores. The skeps
were also protected from wind and rain.
The IBRA Register includes details
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of 30 windowless buildings with re-
cesses on the inside where we believe
skeps were kept over winter. We re-
fer to such buildings as winter bee
houses. An example in south-west
Wales is shown in Figures 1 and 2.
(Sadly, in July 2001 we heard that it
had been destroyed.)

All winter bee houses identified
are in England, Scotland, Wales and
Ireland. The table on page 12 lists
them, with the number of recesses in
each and the approximate date if
known. In 9 properties (marked *) the
recesses are not in a separate build-

Figure 2
Square re-
cesses in the
bee house at
Narberth
shown in
Figure 1
(photo: G.
Hudson).

Figure 1 Winter bee house [IBRA
Register no. 1283] with 17 recesses;
near Narberth, Pembrokeshire,
Wales (photo: G. Hudson, 1998).

ing but in the walls of one or more
cellars of the house; at the end of the
table these are entered again as a
group.

The earliest printed reference
found to wintering bees indoors was
published by Gerrard Malynes in
1622, and quoted by Samuel Hartlib
in 1655:* ‘In December house your
bees, if they stand cold: and in the
North house all’. This instruction
might have referred to a cellar or an
outbuilding. William Cotton, an Ox-
ford beekeeper writing in 1842, was
more explicit in his advice on winter-
ing bees:® ‘The best place to put Bees
in is a dry, cold, and dark room, or out-
house, ... Put your Bees there the last
week of November, and let them sleep
quietly till the flowers begin to cotme
out at the end of February’. A wood-
cut shows a windowless lean-to shed.
Indoor recesses were not mentioned
in these or any other publication we
know from the skep beekeeping pe-
riod.

In Elysium Britannicum written in the
1650s, John Evelyn quoted a passage in
a 1648 Italian book by Vincenzo Tanaro:®
"They frequently set their weakest hives
in the Wine-Cellar, where they will main-
tain themselves with the scent of the
Wine till the Spring.’

Characteristics of winter
bee houses and bee cellars
The outbuildings recorded in the Reg-
ister are widely scattered in Britain
and Ireland:

England: 17 buildings in 9 counties
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vation and the care of collections.

The professionals who work in
our museums, archives and libraries
should be accountable to our demo-
cratically elected representatives and
not protected by ‘Best Value’ or “per-
formance’ targets set artificially low
to enable compliance and protection.
National and local politicians who
want power without responsibility
are largely to blame for the promo-
tion of ‘free market’ public services
which will lead, before too long, to
the privatisation of our museums,
archives and libraries. It is depress-
ing to see this anti-democratic stance
becoming common in what are im-
portant local services. Resource (The
Council for Museums, Archives and
Libraries) can be contacted at 16
Queen Anne’s Gate, London SW1H
9AA, tel: 020 7233 4200.

Out & About

Hever Castle in Kent may well be
worth a visit during the autumn half-
term break (20-28 October) when
many of us are likely to be
grandparenting or wondering what
to do with our offspring. Among the
activities being provided for children
during the week are brass rubbing,
a storyteller, a Mummers play and a
knight in armour. For details about
opening times, costs and access, tel-
ephone 01732 865224, web:
www.hevercastle.co.uk.

Some 5,000 historic photographs
of the Isle of Dogs between 1870 and
1970 will be on display at the Dock-
land Settlement during the weekend
13-14 October. All the photographs
have been referenced for easy access.
There will also be a bookstall, other
exhibitions and a tea-bar. Admission
will cost £1 (concessions 50p). The
venuecan be reached by D7 bus route
from Mile End Underground Station
or Mudchute Station on the
Docklands Light Railway. For more
information contact Eve at the Island
History Trust, Dockland Settlement,
197 East Ferry Road, London E14
3BA, tel: 020 7987 6041, web:
www.islandhistory.org.uk.

Over 2,000 objects will be on dis-
play in the new ‘World City 1789-
1914: the birth of modern London’
Gallery which opens at the Museum
of London in December 2001. For
more details contact the Museum at
London Wall, London EC2Y 5HN,
tel: 020 7600 3699, e-mail info@
museumoflondon.org.uk, web:
www. museumoflondon.org.uk

Castle Hill in Huddersfield is now
open to visitors every weekend un-
til mid-September, 12—4pm. The Vic-
toria Tower, which was built at the
end of the 19th century and probably
stands on the site of the medieval
keep, provides fantastic views of the
surrounding countryside. To help
visitors find and explore the site, a
free leaflet is now available from
Kirklees Metropolitan Council, tel:
01484 223800.

There will be a 1940s Open Day at
Nottinghamshire Archives on Sun-
day 9 September, 2-6pm. The aim is
‘to take visitors back to the days of
evacuation, rationing, “make do and
mend” and the post-war struggles of
Nottinghamshire people’. Notting-
hamshire Archives are very close to
Nottingham railway station and the
city centre, on Castle Meadow Road,
Nottingham NG2 1AG, tel: 0115 958
1634, e-mail archives@nottscc.gov.
uk, web: www.nottscc.gov.uk.

Images of the River Trent, ‘from pas-
toral retreat to economic power-
house’, are the subject of an exhibi-
tion entitled ‘Trentside’ at the
Djanology Art Gallery, at the south
entrance to Nottingham University,
from 27 October until 16 December.
The exhibition includes some 70
works from many different periods.
There will be an introduction to the
exhibition on 10 Nov (10am—2pm, cost
£15, £10 con). Admission free. Open
Mon-Sat 11lam-5pm, Sun & Aug Bank
Holiday 2-5pm. The new D H Law-
rence Centre is situated opposite and
you are within a few minutes walk of
the remains of LentonPriory. For more
details contact DAG, Arts Centre,
Nottingham University NG7 2RD, tel:
0115 951 3192.
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Societies

Hendon & District Archaeological
Society have teamed up with Lon-
don University’s Birkbeck College to
develop and organise ‘a practical
training course in the writing up of
an archaeological excavation and
preparing it for publication’. The
course, The Origins of Hendon: The Ted
Sammes Project, will begin in Septem-
ber and use material from a number
of excavations which took place un-
der the direction of the late Ted
Sammes in the late 1970s. For more
details contact Tim Wilkins, HADAS
Publicity, tel: 020 8445 2401. This is
an excellent example of how local
societies can work with colleges and
universities to facilitate their own
training and research programmes.

The Tamworth Heritage Trust is a
grassroots organisation which wants
to create a real museum for the town,
which will tell the history of
Tamworth and its people. Many lo-
cal people believe that Tamworth
Castle has become ‘too themed’ to
be interested in the real local history
of the town. Membership costs £10
for individuals (£15 couples, £5 con-
cessions). For more details contact
Tamworth Heritage Trust, ¢/o 12
Peel House, Lichfield Street,
Tamworth, Staffs B79 7BQ, tel: 01827
314994, web: www.tamworth
heritagetrust.co.uk.

LETTERS

Help needed

I am researching private chapels, i.e.
those which are attached to country
houses and castles, and while I am
familiar with most of the best known
chapels, I am sure that there are oth-
ers which would not be so familiar
to the public at large. If, therefore,
you read this letter and know of any
such private chapels in your area, I
would very much appreciate hear-
ing from you.

Janet Hall

27 Hawkfield Court, Woodlands
Grove, Isleworth TW7 6NU.
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