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MEXICO : INTRODUCTION 

Mexico is quite unlike any other country I have been to, and certainly 
the most exciting. Few readers of Bee World will be familiar with the 
country and its inhabitants, and it may be useful to pass on some of the 
information in my possession before I went there. 

Mexico is almost entirely mountainous, but at its short southern bor­
der with Guatemala, a flat jungle-covered peninsula stretches out towards 
Cuba and Florida, between the Gulf of Mexico and the Caribbean Sea. 
This peninsula, Yucatan (about the size of England), was my first destina­
tion in Mexico ; it was the home of the ancient Maya civilization. 

The Mayas were among the greatest scientists of all ancient peoples. 
Three or four centuries before Christ their priests devised a numerical 
system, including numeration by position and the conception and use of 
zero, which neither the ancient Greeks nor the Romans were able to do. 
At the time of the Spanish Conquest the Mayas were better astronomers 
than any in Europe, and as competent mathematicians (Linton, 1956). 
They had made highly exact determinations of the lengths of the tropical 
year and the lunar month, and were able to predict eclipses and con­
junctions of the stars with great accuracy. (One curious fact is that, 
unlike most other great early civilizations, those in America failed to make 
use of the principle of the wheel.) 

More than this—Central America was the cradle of beekeeping of the 
Western Hemisphere, not with Apis but with stingless bees (Meliponins). 
Here, as in Europe, there is a tradition of beekeeping which goes back 
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without interruption to the time before recorded history ; here also, as in 
Europe, honey was the only sweetening material before the introduction 
of sugar cane in the sixteenth century ; here, too, honey was important 
in medicine^ and beeswax in various crafts (Schwarz, 1948 ; A. A. 3/52). 
This presents a great contrast to North America, where beekeeping did not 
exist until the early settlers took bees with them from Europe in the 
Seventeenth century. 

When Columbus landed on Cuba on his first voyage to the New 
World in 1492, he noted ' a variety of honey ' among the natural assets of 
the island; SchWarz (1948) believes that this must have been from 
Mdipona beecheii v, fuMpes, the only stingless bee in Cuba. It may well 
have been wild honey, but some of the ' sundry kinds ' of honey encoun­
tered by Hernando Cortes and his conquistadores in Mexico in the 1520s 
were almost certainly from ' domesticated ' bees of the same species. They 
found a Well established honey production, which was surprisingly large in 
view of the tiny surplus obtained from each colony. Fifty years later 
Bishop Diego de Landa reported that the Mayas (probably the greatest 
beekeepers of all the central Americans) were paying tributes of beeswax 
both from their hives and from wild colonies they sought out in the jungle. 

In 1562 this same Bishop had collected and burned in the Plaza at 
Merida hundreds of Maya books on history, astronomy and mathematics, 
in an attempt to stamp out their learning. Among the few Maya manu­
scripts which he did not destroy, and which have come down to us, are 
the Codices Troano, Tro-Cortesianus and Mendoza, which provide 
interesting evidence of pre-Columbian Maya beekeeping. Hilda Ransome 
(1937) reproduces some of the hieroglyphs and figures, which show bees, 
honeycomb, honey jars, and vigorously fermenting mead. The word acan 
was used both for the mead and for the god of mead. The bees had their 
own gods in the shape of large bees, who looked after them in all their 
activities. Representations of these gods can still be seen. In the British 
Museum is a Totanec vase from the Isla de los Sacrificios near Vera Cruz, 
whose decoration appears to be a very benign bee god ; in the Museum 
at Merida (Willson, 1953) is what appears to be a Maya bee god, complete 
with log hives and honeycomb. The ancient Maya beekeepers held two 
special feasts. One was in the fifth month Tzec [October/November], with 
the object of increasing the honey crop; this ceremony ended with a 
great drinking of honey wine. The other was in the eighth month Mol 
[December/January] to persuade the gods to provide flowers for the bees. 

Beekeeping was more important to the Mayas in Yucatan than to any 
other of the peoples of ancient Mexico. It was however practised (also 
with stingless bees) in many parts of the country, and honey and beeswax 
were valued commodities to the Aztecs, who collected them as tribute from 
subservient tribes in neighbouring regions. The Aztec civilisation 
flourished in the high plateaux and mountains of central Mexico, and when 
Cortes arrived there in 1519, he found honey and beeswax on sale in the 
markets. Several species besides Melipona beecheii are known to have 
been kept in hives in different parts of Mexico, and when honeybees {Apis 
mellifera) were introduced, they too flourished there. 

Yucatan has seen a spectacular rise to importance as a honey-produc­
ing area since the end of the war, and already produces and exports several 
thousand tons of honey a year. At no time, from the days of the Aztecs 
onwards, was the area round Mexico City regarded as the best bee country 
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