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The second in a series of History in Beekeeping

The history of beekeeping has always been interesting to me. On these
cold winter days, | have a chance to reflect on beekeeping of past times.

This is a picture of an old bee veil worn by a beekeeper prior to the use
of modern day smokers, and closeup of a round leather patch sewed to the protective netting
worn when working bees. This was an opening for a pipe which was used to smoke bees away
from the face. It is owned (as the last | knew) by Tom Rathburn in Ohio. It is the only one I have
ever seen designed somewhat like a box to fit over the head with an opening for a pipe.

As many of you know, I like old stuff including old smokers. I don’t have much room to keep

“stuff” as I did years ago, but I still watch ebay to get an idea of what the current prices are for

antique bee equipment. If your aim is to collect bee items, it is best to specialize in items that

you can display in your home. At one time I was set to collect old bee smokers but the number

of various designs just took up more room than | had available. | was fortunate to meet Paul

Jackson from Texas at the 1995 EAS Meeting in Wooster, Ohio. He wrote a book called
SR - . ™ “Smoking Allowed”, published in
R T T ‘ 1995 by A.l. Root Company.

This is a picture from his book, giving
one an idea of the amount of room
needed to devote to a collection, be it
smokers, hive tools, books, or hive
paraphernalia.

The history of beekeeping in the
United States is filled with inventions
and gadgets and many of the old items
were rare by the time | was born.
Beekeepers discarded and burned a lot
Bt e of old bee equipment. A collector
today is challenged. If thls topic is interesting to you, | would suggest you read articles by Dr.
Wyatt A. Mangum who is recognized as an apicultural historian who has extensive collections of
his own. He writes a monthly column in ABJ. If you live in Ohio, check with David Heilman


mailto:stahlmanapiaries@aol.com

for information about the Ohio State Bee Museum in Wooster, Ohio. Also check out articles
written by Jim Thompson in Bee Culture Magazine. | have had the pleasure to know both Jim
and Dave from my Ohio days and they are by far the most informed on Ohio patents, and both
have extensive bee collections of their own.

Let me say that many beekeepers have an issue of a bee journal for
the month of the year they were born. Magazines allow us to look
back at our own life and look into issues at the time we were born.
| was born in December of 1938 and this is the cover of the Gleanings
in Bee Culture magazine published in December 1938. It puts into
focus what prices were then: Honey was selling for 6 cents to 10
cents a pound in 5 pound pails. Queens were selling for 50 cents each.
One ad listed 200 hives for sale at $5.00 each and a years subscription
for Gleanings was $1.00 or 3 years for $2.00.
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statements. Much of the early American experience with honey bees had depended upon authors
working with skeps to manage bees or followed the practice of gathering honey from bee trees.

Many American beekeepers of that time depended upon an item called a lining box. This is one
of those old items that beekeepers used to find bee trees. | bought one on Ebay not too long ago
in great condition. It’s use and design go back to long ago when beekeepers looking for bee

trees used a section of comb set on a rock. Bees would find the comb with honey, collect some
honey and return to their nest. As we know, bees can communicate and soon many bees would



be visiting the rock. The rest of the story is that techniques were learned helping beekeepers find
bee trees. Lining boxes were designed to allow a person to release bees a few at a time so they
could be followed.

% The lining box on the right
is the one I bought on
ebay. The other box on
the left was also sold on
ebay.

My box is a single unit
while the box on the left
has two sections.

Many individuals looking
at items like this have no
idea how they were used

and often no idea what they were called.

Looking back is going to begin in the period of American beekeeping when the first books about
managing bees were written by American authors. There was only one race of what we call
honey bees in America at that time — Apis millifica which today is correctly spelled Apis
mellifera and specifically A.mellifera mellifera [called the “German or Dutch Black Bee.”]

e The authors were Samuel Thomson “Cultivation of Bees”, Frederick Butler “A Practical
Treatise on Bees”, James Thacher “A Practical Treatise on the Management of Bees;And
The Establishment of Apiaries with the Best Method of Destroying and Preventing the
Depredation of the Bee Moth” ,V.C. Smith “An Essay of the Practicability of Cultivating
the Honey Bee in Maritime Towns and Cities, As a Source of Domestic Economy and
Profit” and John Weeks “A Manual, or an Easy Method of Managing Bees, in the most
Profitable Manner to the Owner, with Infallible Rules to Prevent their Destruction by the
Moth.”

e This was a period to save bees from being killed to get their honey. Thus, hives were
being designed to allow bees to survive by developing various ways to take honey from
the bees

e Briefly management for the seasons could be broken down this way:

o Spring — Making increases using swarms and in some cases dividing hives. Add
boxes above the brood nest or in collateral fashion. Beekeepers looked for signs
of swarming — like the appearance of drones, clustering outside the hive entrance,
and watching the activities of bees such as bees returning to the hive without
pollen and honey. Beekeepers could put their ear up to the hive to listen to the
sounds made such as tolling and calling by the queen. Tolling was defined as
humming or buzzing within hive and that temperatures within the hive increased.

o Summer — Nothing was more important than to have large strong swarms in hives.
Watching colonies was required to capture swarms as soon as they started leaving
the hive. Beekeepers were well aware of robbing and advised to reduce entrances
to hives. Weak hives were combined and it was important to have hives with
brood. Windows were added to some hives so visual checks of what was going



on inside the hive could be observed. Various terms such as divider, driving and
uniting were part of the work required to keep bees.

o Winter -- It was reported that a good swarm in a favorable season would collect
from fifty to one hunred pounds of honey plus twenty five to thirty pounds left to
help the hive survive. Hives must contain a sufficient number of bees to maintain
a certain degree of warmth, a plentiful store of honey, and be secluded from the
inclemency of snow and rain.

e Finally, beekeeping was mostly confined to the location where bees were kept. Horses
and livestock were on occasion attacked by bees and the beekeeper was held accountable
for the damage caused especially if a horse was tied to a hitching post.

Let me conclude this short look at beekeeping during that time with a statement made by Mrs.
Mary Griffith of New-Brunswick, New Jersey in 1828. “If we could see the interior of a hive
whenever it suited our convenience, we should not be so lost in conjecture; but the irritability
of those little insects, prevents a constant and minute internal inspection. It is part of their
instinct to knw that light, heat, cold and moisture, in an undue and unaccustomed degree, are
prejudical to the formation of wax, to the consistence of the honey, and to the health of the
brood. They therefore use all the little arts and advantages they possess, to prevent any one
from exposing them to the injurious influence of those active powers.”

I will follow this period up with some actual information given to beekeepers of that day. Within
35 — 40 years of this type of advice, a fellow named Langstroth changed the way bees were kept
and gave Mary Griffith an opportunity to open a hive of bees that would not cause their
irritability.



