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SECTION 8  - HIV E PRODUCT S 
BEESWAX 

by encouragin g eac h beekeepe r i n the are a 
to sav e beeswax, and b y organizing the sal e 
of the combine d crop , provide a  source o f 
income fro m a n otherwise waste d resource . 
Both honey-hunter s an d beekeeper s shoul d 
realize that beeswa x i s a valuable produc t i n 
addition t o honey . 

Beeswax i s valued accordin g to it s purit y an d 
sometimes it s colou r (light-coloure d wa x i s 
often mor e highl y value d tha n dark -
coloured). 

Among insec t waxes, beeswax ha s a 
comparatively lo w meltin g poin t (abou t 
63°C, 145°F) . I t i s an unusua l materia l i n tha t 
it remain s suppl e and plasti c a t temperature s 
as low a s 35°C (95°F ) -  th e temperatur e o f 
the broo d chamber . A t temperature s 
between 25° C an d 35° C (77° F and 95°F ) th e 
comb i s so stron g that a  few gram s o f com b 
can suppor t severa l kilogram s o f honey . 

Beeswax i s secreted f rom fou r pair s o f 
glands t o b e found o n th e undersid e o f th e 
worker's abdomen . These glands functio n 
when th e be e i s betwee n nin e an d 1 7 days 
old. 

O n contac t wi t h ai r th e wax harden s an d 
forms scales , which ca n be see n as smal l 
flakes o f wa x o n th e undersid e o f th e bee . 
Bees us e the stif f hair s o n thei r hin d leg s t o 
remove th e scale s o f wax an d pas s them o n 
to th e middl e leg s and s o t o th e mandible s 
(jaws) wher e wa x i s chewed befor e i t i s 
incorporated int o honeycomb . Bee s ar e 
stimulated t o produc e wa x whe n ther e i s 
surplus hone y t o b e store d an d a  lack o f 
honeycomb i n which t o stor e it . 

The wa x i s an iner t an d largely indigestibl e 
material whic h ca n retai n it s shap e an d 
quality fo r man y hundred s o f years . Beeswa x 

FIG. 78. Blocks  of beeswax for the  commercial 
market 

New pur e beeswa x i s white i n colou r bu t 
the presenc e o f pollen , propolis an d 
impurities caus e i t t o becom e yello w an d i t 
darkens eve n mor e wi t h age . 

It i s a valuable produc t whic h ca n provid e a 
worthwhi le incom e i n addition t o hone y and , 
unlike honey , beeswa x doe s no t requir e 
careful packaging ; this simplifie s transpor t 
and storage . 

Beekeeping usin g movable-frame hive s 
results i n the harvestin g o f relativel y littl e 
beeswax, as empty honeycomb s ar e 
returned t o th e hiv e afte r th e extractio n o f 
honey. Beekeepin g using traditional hive s o r 
movable-comb (top-bar ) hive s result s i n 
greater yield s o f beeswa x sinc e the delicat e 
honeycomb i s broken durin g the extractio n 
of honey , and canno t b e returne d t o th e 
hive. Beeswa x ca n b e a valuable expor t cro p 
and ther e i s strong demand o n th e wor l d 
market. I n some countrie s wax , rathe r tha n 
honey i s therefore th e mos t value d produc t 
of beekeeping . 

In areas where mos t o r al l o f the hone y 
produced i s consumed locally , and wher e 
there i s no loca l us e for beeswax , 
honeycombs ar e ofte n simpl y discarded . Th e 
development o f a  wax-collecting system can , 
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does no t mi x wi t h o r absor b wate r an d ca n 
form a  protective laye r impermeabl e t o 
water. 

The proces s b y which wa x f ro m comb s i s 
converted int o block s o f clea n wax b y 
melting i s know n a s rendering . 

Cappings give the bes t qualit y wax , bu t fres h 
comb recentl y remove d f ro m wil d nest s o r 
broken f rom to p bar s i s also satisfactory . 
Dark comb s ar e o f leas t us e becaus e wit h 
increasing age they contai n mor e propoli s 
and rende r littl e wax . Ligh t and dar k com b 
should no t b e mixe d a s this wil l reduc e th e 
value o f the en d product . 

Wax-rendering ca n b e a  messy undertakin g 
and so the tas k i s only performe d onc e o r 
twice i n a year. Specialis t equipmen t i s 
available bu t i t i s an expensive investmen t fo r 
something which receive s s o littl e use . 

AH methods o f renderin g involv e meltin g th e 
wax. Since beeswax i s a very inflammabl e 
material car e mus t b e taken no t t o star t a 
fire. I t i s particularly dangerou s t o hea t 
beeswax ove r a n open flam e indoors . 

Therefore, method s whic h hea t the wa x i n 
water ar e muc h safe r tha n usin g heat alone . 

Vessels used i n processin g beeswa x shoul d 
be mad e of : stainles s steel , aluminium, 
unchipped ename l o r galvanize d iro n N O T 
zinc, brass , copper o r iro n a s these discolou r 
the wax . 

To begin the rendering , make sur e the com b 
is clean an d as much hone y a s possible ha s 
been removed . This ca n be done b y washin g 
or soakin g in warm water . Th e wate r mus t 
be clean . Rain-water i s idea l a s it i s ver y 
slightly acid and this help s i n the cleanin g 
process. 

The wa x ca n b e broke n int o smal l pieces an d 
put int o a  pan. At thi s poin t ther e ar e tw o 
alternatives. Water ca n be adde d t o th e 
broken com b an d the whol e mixtur e heate d 

FIG. 79. Straining  wax. beeswax,  which has been 
melted in  water,  is scooped up and  put through 
a bag  of  coarse  fibres  that  can  be squeezed 
using two parallel  sticks  as well as wringing the 
bag with  the  hands. 

GENTLY unti l th e wax melts . Alternatively a 
small pa n containing just the piece s of wa x 
can b e place d i n a  bigger pa n containin g 
water -  a  water bath . The bi g pan i s heated, 
again gently, and as the wate r warm s i t melt s 
the wa x i n the inne r pan . 

Beeswax melt s a t abou t 63° C (145°F ) s o 
never overhea t th e water ; certainl y d o N O T 
boil i t a s this coul d rui n th e wax . 

The melte d wa x o r wa x an d water mixtur e 
must no w b e strained . A numbe r o f 
materials ca n b e use d for thi s a s the ai m i s t o 
produce somethin g equivalen t t o abou t a 
3 m m (  inch ) mesh . This ca n b e a long bag 
of cotto n materia l o r eve n closel y wove n 
vegetable fibres . Specialis t and cooking sieves 
are als o availabl e bu t remembe r t o choos e a 
material tha t wil l no t contaminat e th e wa x 
and to ensur e tha t everythin g use d i s clean. 
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Sometimes i t i s wor th repeatin g th e proces s 
with a  finer mesh . 

The wa x o r wax/wate r mixtur e i s collecte d 
in anothe r pa n which ma y have ha d the side s 
smeared wit h non-scente d soap y water. I t i s 
then allowe d t o coo l i n a place where i t wil l 
not becom e recontaminate d wit h dus t o r 
insects. The wa x wil l harde n a s a layer o n 
the water . D o no t distur b i t unti l completel y 
set which ma y b e i n 1 2 or eve n 2 4 hours . 
Then knoc k th e wa x ou t o f th e pa n o r bow l 
and scrap e of f an y remainin g impuritie s 
which ma y be stuc k t o i t Th e bloc k o f wa x 
obtained i n this wa y wil l reflec t th e shap e 
and siz e o f the containe r i n which i t wa s 
collected. I t i s ready fo r sal e bu t d o no t b e 
surprised i f the buye r want s t o brea k i t int o 
small pieces . This i s because peopl e 
sometimes chea t an d pu t stone s o r san d int o 
the settin g beeswax t o increas e th e weight . 

This i s evi l an d reduce s th e valu e o f beeswa x 
for al l good hones t beekeepers . 

Solar wax extracto r 
The sola r wa x extracto r provide s a  simple 
and safe way o f meltin g beeswa x an d cost s 
nothing to operat e becaus e i t use s the hea t 
of th e sun . Again, only clea n wax shoul d b e 
used and the n on e meltin g wil l produc e a 
satisfactory bloc k o f wax . 

The sola r wa x extracto r i s a box wit h a  glass 
or clea r plasti c lid . I t ha s a f loor o r shel f o f 
metal. The bo x i s ti lted a t an angle to catc h 
the sun . Pieces o f honeycom b ar e place d o n 
the meta l shee t and , as they melt , wax run s 
down th e meta l slop e t o a  container. Th e 
sheet o f meta l ca n b e ben t a t th e edge s t o 
funnel wa x toward s th e container . A  scree n 
of wire mes h prevent s piece s o f com b an d 
debris f ro m slippin g down int o th e container . 
Impurities i n the wa x ten d t o remai n o n th e 
metal, and other s ca n be scraped of f the fina l 
solidified bloc k o f wax . 

There ar e commerciall y mad e extractor s bu t 
many hav e been produce d usin g loca l 
materials an d ingenuity . Often , two piece s o f 
glass o r perspe x ar e use d about 5  m m 

FIG. 80. Drawing  of  solar  extractor. 
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(3/16 inch) apar t t o hel p retai n a  high 
temperature i n the box . I t i s now possibl e t o 
use insulated polycarbonat e sheet s whic h ar e 
produced a s two skin s separate d b y isolate d 
channels o f trapped air . Painting the wall s o f 
the bo x i n a dark colou r help s hea t 
absorption. Insulatin g materia l underneat h 
the meta l shee t wil l als o hel p t o retai n heat . 
However, mos t importan t i s to gai n 
maximum exposur e t o th e direc t ray s o f th e 
sun for th e maximu m period . There mus t b e 
no draught-creatin g crack s o r gap s in th e 
box, as these wil l encourag e hea t los s and , if 
large enough , would allo w robbe r bee s int o 
the box . The extracto r als o need s to b e ant -
proof an d set u p i n suc h a  way tha t ant s 
cannot gain access to it . 

A simpl e wa y t o mel t dow n smal l scrap s o f 
comb i s to plac e them o n a  piece o f shin y 
metal foi l an d leav e i n the sun . In stron g 
sunlight th e wa x wil l soo n mel t an d ca n b e 
poured int o a  container . 

The residu e lef t afte r beeswa x ha s bee n 
rendered i s sometimes referre d t o a s 
'Slumgum'. This i s often throw n awa y bu t i t 
has value t o th e beekeeper . Larg e amount s 
can be sold t o commercia l wax-renderin g 
firms. Bu t i f only limite d quantitie s ar e 
available i t can b e use d as swarm bai t i f 
daubed insid e catcher boxes . 

Beeswax ha s a far wide r rang e o f use s tha n 
any other be e product . 

If hives wi th movable-frame s ar e i n commo n 
usage then a  major applicatio n o f wa x i s i n 
the productio n o f foundation . Eve n wi th top -
bar hive s th e us e o f a  'starter' stri p o f 
beeswax, o r molte n wa x dribble d along th e 
bar i s important . 

Foundation i s made commerciall y b y a 
continuous proces s i n which a  long sheet o f 
beeswax i s passed betwee n tw o roller s 
which mak e a  hexagon patter n o n eac h sid e 
o f th e sheet . The patter n i s offset s o tha t th e 
base o f a  cell on on e sid e i s opposite th e 

junction o f thre e wall s o n th e other . Thes e 
sheets ar e the n cu t int o standar d size s to fi t 
frames. When th e frames ar e place d i n th e 
hive, the correc t distanc e apart , the bee s wil l 
set abou t constructin g cel l wall s o n th e 
foundation. This proces s i s referred t o a s 
'drawing ou t foundation' . The resultin g com b 
is said to b e 'draw n out' . 

Commercially-produced foundatio n ca n b e 
sold i n severa l thicknesse s accordin g to th e 
number o f sheet s pe r kilogram . For example , 
about 1 3 sheets , suitable fo r Langstrot h dee p 
frames, weigh approximatel y on e kilogram . 

The beekeepe r ca n mak e hi s own foundatio n 
using a mould. Such a cast ha s two opposit e 
surfaces o n whic h th e hexagona l patter n i s 
incised. These surface s ar e usuall y hinge d t o 
ensure tha t when brough t togethe r th e 
exact patter n wher e th e bas e of th e cell s o n 
the on e sid e coincid e wi t h th e poin t wher e 
three wall s joi n o n th e othe r sid e i s 
maintained. Wax, onl y jus t a t the poin t o f 
being molten, i s poured ove r th e lowe r 
surface. When thi s i s covered th e uppe r 
surface i s closed upo n i t an d sufficien t 
pressure applie d t o embos s th e hexagons . 

The correc t siz e o f hexagona l broo d cell s 
varies accordin g to th e siz e o f the bee s tha t 
are t o us e it . Dron e cell s are slightl y bigge r 
than worker broo d cell s and so ar e 
sometimes use d i n supers a s they hol d mor e 
honey. 
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FIG. 81. A  simple press  to make  wax  foundation. 
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FIG. 82. Dipping  -  board  method  of  making 
foundation. 

Some beekeeper s fin d i t satisfactor y t o 
insert plai n sheet s o f beeswa x int o thei r 
frames. Such a practice doe s no t guarante e 
any regula r constructio n o f cells . Producin g 
sheets o f wax i s not difficult . Al l tha t i s 
needed i s a wooden boar d jus t large r tha n 
the sheet s required . I t help s t o hav e a handl e 
of some kin d o n th e shor t side , it i s the n 
wetted an d dippe d int o molte n wa x an d 
withdrawn. Practic e wil l soo n lea d to sheet s 
of the require d thicknes s (abou t 1. 5 mm , 
(1/16 inch) bein g deposited o n eac h side o f th e 
board. Whe n coo l the y ca n b e peele d of f 
and tr immed t o size . 

FIG. 84. Candles  rolled from foundation  or  a 
sheet of beeswax. 

Beeswax i s stil l importan t i n candle-making . 
It i s a materia l tha t burn s wi t h a  bright , 
steady flame and , as i t ha s a higher meltin g 
point tha n cheape r waxes , the candl e 

FIG. 83. Candles  made by  dipping wick  into 
molten wax. 

FIG. 85. How  to  roll  a candle. Take  a sheet of 
beeswax. Place a wick,  which is  longer than the 
wax, about  5mm  from  one  end. Gently turn the 
edge to cover  the wick.  Then roll  gently. 

58 
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FIG. 86. Decorations  can  be made  from  beeswax. 

remains uprigh t i n ho t weathe r an d doe s no t 
smoke. Candle s ca n be mad e i n severa l ways . 

Molten wa x ca n be poure d ove r a  wick o r 
the wic k dippe d int o molte n wax . Eithe r way , 
the proces s i s repeate d unti l a  candle o f th e 
desired thicknes s i s acquired. Sheets o f 
beeswax produce d i n the sam e manne r a s 
foundation ca n b e carefull y rolle d aroun d a 
wick unti l th e desire d diamete r i s achieved. 

Many attractiv e candl e mould s ar e availabl e 
o r ca n be mad e f ro m loca l product s lik e 
gourds o r hollowe d ou t fruits . The wick s ar e 
fixed i n them befor e toppin g u p wi th molte n 
wax. Beeswa x shrink s b y abou t 10 % when i t 
solidifies an d need s t o b e carefull y remove d 
from th e moul d whe n cool . Candle s o r smal l 
ornaments an d plaque s mad e thi s way have 
an appeal , particularly t o tourists . 

Beeswax ca n be an importan t ingredien t i n 
polishes an d protectiv e coatings . I n it s 
simplest form , polis h ca n b e mad e b y 
dissolving wax i n turpentine. Th e past e 

FIG. 87. Examples  of  moulds. 

produced shoul d sprea d easil y and leav e a 
very thi n fil m whe n th e solven t ha s 
evaporated. This fi l m i s then rubbe d t o giv e a 
smooth shinin g finish. 

Between 60 % and 70% of al l the beeswa x 
that i s produced i s used fo r cosmetic s an d 
pharmaceutical preparations . Ther e i s 
therefore a  ready expor t marke t fo r th e to p 
quality product . Thi s i s another importan t 
reason t o mak e sur e tha t al l operations ar e 
carried ou t wi t h clea n equipmen t an d clea n 
hands. 
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