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SECTION 3  - W I LD BEES , NESTS 
AND TRADITIONA L HIVE S 
Bees hav e produced hone y lon g befor e 
humans appeare d o n th e Eart h an d continu e 
to d o s o wit h o r wi thou t huma n hel p o r 
interference. The wil d be e colonies tha t ar e 
diseased o r wea k ten d to di e ou t an d th e 
strong health y one s remai n b y a  process o f 
natural selection . 

In the wild , bee s wil l establis h themselves i n 
any suitably-size d cavit y whic h coul d b e 
located i n a  hollow tree , a  rock crevic e o r 
hole i n the ground. Such a  home wil l b e at a 
favoured height , suitably sheltered , dry, wel l 
ventilated s o as not t o ge t too ho t o r to o 
cold. The entranc e wil l b e smal l enough t o 
be easil y defended . 

FIG. 2 7. In the wild,  honey bee colonies can be 
found in  rock crevices,  trees  or buildings. 

The cavit y wil l b e quite dar k an d thi s 
encourages th e bee s to star t makin g comb . 
However, onc e the y hav e started t o mak e 
comb the y wil l continu e eve n i f the ligh t 
intensity increases . 

The comb s ar e alway s buil t verticall y 
downwards an d ar e two-sided . They ar e 
comprised o f hexagona l (six-sided ) cell s 
which wil l contai n th e store d hone y a t th e 
top o f the comb . This i s often followe d b y a 
band o f stored polle n an d belo w thi s cell s 
will b e filled wi t h brood . The distributio n o f 
stores an d food alway s follows thi s plan . Thi s 
is important whe n i t come s t o harvestin g th e 
honey. 

A swar m o f bee s wil l star t t o mak e a 
honeycomb provide d a  queen i s present an d 
they ar e i n a position o f lo w ligh t intensity . 
Comb constructio n start s f ro m on e point . 
The com b wil l develo p downward s i n a 
curve simila r t o tha t take n b y a bicycle chai n 
held a t two point s approximatel y 45 0 m m 
(18 inches ) apart . Furthe r comb s wil l 
develop o n eac h sid e of th e first  on e a t a 
space o f abou t 3 2 m m (1¼  inches ) f ro m th e 
centre o f on e com b t o th e centr e o f th e 
next. 

FIG. 28. Whether  they  live in hives or in the  wild, 
bees build nests  made of  wax  cells  in vertical 
sheets (comb). In  some cells brood develops  into 
young bees and in  other  cells  pollen and honey  is 
stored. 
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FIG. 29. Comb  developed  by bees in a  box without  frames  or  top bars.  Combs  are always  constructed 
parallel to  one  another but  may  curve.  The  distance between the  surfaces  of the  comb  is  the 'bee 
space'. 

Eventually, in the wild ther e ca n b e five o r si x 
roughly paralle l combs . The larges t com b wil l 
be i n the middl e an d wil l measur e abou t 
350 m m (1 4 inches ) i n width an d 28 0 m m 
(11 inches ) i n depth . The comb s eac h side o f 
the centra l on e ge t progressivel y smaller . 
However, thi s i s an idea l situation an d bee s 
will mak e thei r comb s fî t th e cavity . 

Combs ar e alway s constructe d paralle l t o 
one anothe r bu t ma y curve . The distanc e 
between th e surface s o f the com b i s th e 
same. This i s the 'be e space' . 

The be e space , or be e way , is the pat h o r 
corr idor bee s nee d t o mov e betwee n th e 
combs an d aroun d th e nes t I t i s betwee n 
6-10 m m (¼  inc h and inch) . I f there i s a 
space les s than 6  mm (¼inch ) bee s wil l fil l i t 
with propoli s (be e gum). I f i t i s more tha n 
10 mm (  inch ) the n bur r o r bracin g comb i s 
constructed. These d o occu r i n wil d colonie s 
but also i n hives tha t have  bee n constructe d 
by humans , particularly i f insufficien t 
attention ha s been pai d to constructio n an d 
accurate measurement . 

Anyone makin g a hive mus t mak e sur e tha t 
the correc t be e spac e i s provided o r th e hiv e 
will no t wor k efficiently . Thi s i s ver y 
important i n the constructio n o f frame hive s 
which mus t b e machine-mad e b y highl y 
skilled craf t workers f ro m well-seasone d 
timber. Constructio n o f top-bar an d fixed-
comb hive s i s easier . 

Colonies o f hone y bee s reproduc e b y 
division o f the adul t populatio n an d th e 
migration o f a  part o f th e colon y ( a swarm ) 
to a  new place . Each swarm carrie s the adul t 
queen f ro m th e paren t colon y wher e sh e is 
replaced b y a  new quee n reare d there befor e 
or afte r th e swarming . 

Reproductive swarmin g i s not th e onl y typ e 
of swarmin g as bees are sometime s force d 
to migrat e fo r othe r reasons . Fo r example , i f 
they ar e seriousl y disturbed , or disturbe d 
too often , they wil l abscond . Similarly i f ther e 
is not enoug h food i n a n area they wil l b e 
forced t o migrat e (hunge r swarming) . 

W i l d bee s are increasingl y havin g thei r 
habitats destroye d b y ne w farmin g method s 
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FIG. 30. A  swarm that  has  settled in  a shady 
tree. 

and ofte n suffe r th e ultimat e destructio n o f 
being smoked ou t o r kille d fo r th e short -
term gai n o f jus t on e hone y crop . Often th e 
larval an d pupa l stages ar e also eate n and an y 
bees tha t surviv e ar e doomed . This i s 
destructive no t onl y t o th e bee s bu t to th e 
whole environmen t If , instead o f bein g 
destroyed bee s are encouraged t o settl e int o 
pots o r bar k hives , then jus t th e hone y i s 
harvested an d the broo d survives . This doe s 
not requir e an y knowledg e o f the biolog y o r 
management o f th e colon y bu t a t leas t 
ensures tha t the bee s continu e t o exist . 

Traditional hive s 
This i s an intermediate ste p betwee n 
hunting, robbin g and killin g bees i n a  nest an d 
keeping bee s i n a  totally manage d 
environment. Th e traditiona l hive s ar e mad e 
f rom an y suitable materia l easil y availabl e i n 
the area . 

Bees hav e been kep t i n hive s fo r a t leas t 
4,500 years an d traditiona l hive s are simple , 
purpose-built container s fo r th e bee s an d 
their combs . I n man y ther e ar e n o fittings , 
such a s the frame s associate d with moder n 
beekeeping, and bee s secur e thei r comb s t o 
the interio r o f th e hive . These hive s are no w 
referred t o a s 'fixed comb ' i n order t o 
differentiate the m fro m movable-com b hives . 

In fixed-comb hive s the beekeepe r ca n 
remove th e comb s fo r harvesting , or an y 

other purpose , onl y b y cuttin g the m away . 
W i t h movable-fram e an d movable-com b 
hives an y com b ca n b e removed , replace d o r 
exchanged wit h anothe r a s a unit withou t 
any cuttin g or breaking . 

Bark ha s bee n use d fo r centurie s t o produc e 
cylindrical hives . I t i s stripped f ro m th e tre e 
and fastened togethe r t o for m a  pipe. 
However, thi s proces s i s very destructive . 
The debarkin g kill s tree s whic h hav e alread y 
been muc h reduce d i n number s an d s o 
alternatives shoul d b e found whic h d o no t 
further degrad e th e environment . 

Hollowed log s ca n b e taken f rom dea d o r 
already felled trees . 

Another alternativ e i s to mak e a  light 
framework o f ring s an d to cove r the m wit h a 
thatching material , grass, reeds o r banan a 
fibre, which ma y b e plastere d wit h mu d o r 
cow dung . 

Metal drum s o r cylinder s mad e ou t o f 
hammered corrugated-iro n sheetin g hav e 
been use d bu t unles s wel l shade d they mus t 
be covere d wi t h som e insulatin g materia l i n 
order t o avoi d excessiv e heat . Sometimes a 
wooden hiv e ca n b e protected b y bein g 
placed insid e a n old oi l drum . 

The mos t commo n typ e o f traditiona l hiv e i s 
a cylinder, o r eve n a  box wit h a  square cross -

FIG. 31. Traditional  fixed-comb hives  made from 
hollow logs. 
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FIG. 32. Close  up of  a  log hive suspended from a 
branch. 

FIG. 33.  Hive  made  out  of  woven materials 
which can  be plastered in  mud  or  dung. 

FIG. 34. A  box  hive  placed inside  an old  oil  drum 
for protection. 

section, lai d horizontally . I n it s mos t basi c 
form, onl y on e en d o f th e hiv e ca n b e 
opened. I n more develope d forms , bot h end s 
can b e remove d t o giv e access . A skille d 
beekeeper ca n perfor m a  great numbe r o f 
management operations , eve n with suc h a 
basic hive . 

The fligh t entranc e fo r th e bee s i s at on e 
end o f th e cylinde r nea r th e edg e o f th e 
closure. To harves t th e honey , the beekeepe r 
removes th e bac k en d closur e an d blow s 
smoke throug h th e openin g int o th e hiv e t o 
drive th e bee s toward s th e f ron t Th e broo d 
is a t the fron t o f th e hiv e an d the hone y i s 
stored toward s th e back . The bac k comb s o f 
honey, once relativel y fre e o f bees , can b e 
cut ou t on e b y one , while th e brood , whic h 
is the nex t generatio n o f workers , ca n b e lef t 
almost undisturbed . 

From ver y earl y i n thei r pursui t o f honey , 
people learne d t o us e smoke t o repe l th e 
bees an d reduc e thei r aggression . Smoke ha s 
a subduing effec t an d induce s the bee s t o 
feed. Bee s ful l o f hone y ar e generally easie r 
to handle . 

Skilled beekeeper s ope n th e fron t closur e 
and can , after smoking , remove th e broo d 
combs an d inspec t them . I t i s then possibl e 

FIG. 35. Woven  canes  covered with mud  or 
dung. 

FIG. 36. Gourds,  clay pots or  calabashes. 
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to plac e thi s youn g broo d alon g wi th som e 
adult bee s i n an empt y hiv e and s o star t a 
new colony . Alternatively , the y coul d b e 
cleaned o f bee s an d use d to prim e a n empt y 
hive to receiv e a  swarm. Of course , i t woul d 
be necessar y t o fi x eac h comb wit h a  stick 
or twi g ensuring that th e correc t be e spac e 
is maintained . 

Many beekeeper s i n Eas t Africa us e a 
horizontal hollo w lo g for a  hive suspende d 
f rom a  tree t o protec t i t f rom enemies . 
Some beekeeper s cu t th e lo g lengthways a t 
or belo w th e centr e lin e and ti e th e tw o 
parts togethe r wi t h vines , ropes o r wire . 
When harvestin g honey , the lo g i s force d 
apart, the uppe r par t usuall y havin g th e 
combs attache d t o i t Th e comb s ar e cu t 
away and th e lo g tied together an d onc e 
again returne d t o th e tree . 

When developin g beekeeping as a micro -
economic activit y wi t h tropica l bees , th e 

FIG. 37. Traditional  log hive suspended from a 
tree where  it  is  safe from most  predators. 

FIG. 38. Harvesting  from  a  traditional  hive  . Note the  many  dead  and  unconscious  bees overcome by 
smoke. 
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FIG. 39. Hives  with  movable  frames  have  many 
advantages over traditional fixed-comb hives. 
The top-bar hive  is one of  the  simplest  movable-
frame hives.  It is  a single long box that  can  be 
constructed from  locally  available materials  such 
as straw. 

introduction o f moder n uprigh t hive s i s no t 
the onl y alternative . Uprigh t hive s wer e 
developed i n temperate countrie s wher e 
bees hav e to surviv e winter s an d periods o f 
cold weather . Thus , by storing hone y abov e 
the broo d an d be e cluster , these winte r 
supplies provid e insulatio n b y retainin g th e 
heat o f the cluster . 

In tropical an d sub-tropica l areas , retainin g 
heat i s not a  problem, indee d i t i s usuall y 
warm enoug h fo r bee s to forag e al l year . 
Bees i n the horizonta l hiv e ma y hel p to avoi d 
overheating b y spreading ou t t o th e ends . 
Much progres s ca n b e mad e whethe r th e 
hives are o f th e traditiona l kin d o r wi t h to p 
bars o r frames . 

Modern beekeepin g wi th movable-fram e bo x 
hives ofte n involve s operations whic h chang e 
and swa p frames an d boxe s wi t h bee s 
between hive s o r eve n movemen t f ro m on e 
part o f th e countr y t o another . Ther e ar e 
benefits t o b e obtained f ro m thi s bu t ther e 
are also dangers . Disease s an d parasites , ne w 
to a n area , can b e brough t i n and spread . 
When the y reac h fixed-comb hive s suc h 
pests an d diseases go undetecte d an d s o g o 
untreated wi t h disastrou s consequences . 

FIG. 40. Bamboo. 

FIG. 41. Wood  which  can  come  from old 
packing boxes  or crates. 

In areas where ther e ar e only fixed-com b 
hives, the cause s o f be e il l healt h ma y no t b e 
understood bu t ther e i s less chance o f 
transmission f ro m on e colon y t o another . 

Traditional hive s give a modest amoun t o f 
honey (an d about 10 % of the hone y weigh t 
in beeswax) . This i s achieved a t a  minima l 
cost i n material s an d labour . Improvement s 
in yield ca n be brough t abou t bu t requir e a 
certain investmen t i n t ime, labou r and , to a 
lesser degree , materials . 

Modern hive s consis t o f a  series o f boxe s 
(tiered boxes ) stacke d vertically . Eac h box is 
f i tted wi t h appropriate-sized , four-side d 
frames i n which th e bee s buil d thei r comb . 

It i s possible t o have  movable comb s withou t 
these complexities an d materials . Such hive s 
only have  a top bar . The bee s buil d dow n 
from th e ba r therefor e th e beekeepe r ca n 
remove an y com b f ro m th e hiv e just b y liftin g 
the to p bar . A lon g single bo x i s commonl y 
used for suc h a  hive. The to p bar s fi t closel y 
together s o tha t th e bee s canno t pas s 
between them . Often , boxes originall y 
constructed fo r anothe r purpos e ca n b e 
successfully adapte d int o thi s typ e o f hive . 
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