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Welcome to topic number 7…  
Today, Master Stamford and 

I will explore Victorian 
apiculture…



In the adventure, “His Last Bow,” I present Watson 
with a copy of my book Practical Handbook of Bee 

Culture, with Some Observations upon the Segregation 
of the Queen, based on the study of my own hives.



Doyle’s description of your retirement involving 
an exploration of beekeeping reflected a true 
movement occurring in Britain during the latter 

half of the nineteenth century.



Beekeeping, a cottage industry dating back 
centuries, began to shift toward a more 
commercial effort as scientific research 
increased hive efficiency and production.



Until the 1800s, little change 
occurred in beekeeping from 

ancient times other than 
where bees were kept.



Spanish cave drawings 
depicted people harvesting 

honey from natural hives more 
than 8000 years ago.



At some later point, these natural 
hives, found places such as hollow logs, 
were moved (with great difficulty) to 

wicker beehives called skeps.



Because the skeps, basically upside-down baskets, 
offered no way to retrieve the honey except to turn 
the hive over and extract both it and the comb with 

the risk of a dangerous number of bee-stings…



…cottage beekeepers would place 
the skep over burning sulfur to 
kill the bees before cleaning out 

the then-dead hive.



This practice of killing the hive provided a 
major impetus for the scientific study and 
approach to beekeeping: to find a way to 
harvest honey without destroying the hive.



The first major breakthrough was 
the movable frame hive developed 
by the Reverend L. Langstroth.



While his was not the first design involving structures to 
manipulate comb construction, his use of scientific observation 
and experimentation created the most effective model and still 

provides the basis for about 70% of current hive designs.



Instead of allowing bees to simply build 
the combs by attaching them to the 
skep’s side without any organization…



…Langstroth’s design involved hanging frames 
from the top of a box-shaped structure 

leaving a scientifically-determined distance 
between the frames and the box’s top.



Langstroth had experimented with the spacing to 
discover how far apart the frames had to be to ensure 
the bees did not connect the comb of one frame to that 

of another or to glue the lid to the box.



Another addition to the 
Langstroth hive, and of 

particular interest to me, was 
the queen excluder.



Despite the ability to remove the frames and 
harvest the honey and beeswax as it was 

produced, beekeepers noted only enough honey 
was manufactured as needed to sustain the hive.



Segregating the queen to only one 
section, however, caused the rest of 
the hive to create more honey than 
required for the bee population.



This separation was accomplished by putting a screen 
over the “brood comb” where the queen laid the eggs. 
The barrier’s holes were large enough to allow worker 

bees to pass, but too small for the larger queen.



As a result of these changes, honey production was 
increased, hives could be preserved from one year 

to the next, and hives could more easily be 
transported to different fields for pollination.



The advent of World War I, 
however, derailed the scientific 

advancement of beekeeping. 



Although a number of beekeeping associations 
and other related groups had made major inroads 

toward modernizing the rural cottagers…



…between a third to a half of the 
beekeepers still used the straw skeps, 

sometimes mixing them with the moveable 
frame hives in the same area.



The more humane 
treatment of the bees 
remained to be resolved 

until a later date.



In his retirement, you joined a great number 
of merchants, clergymen, and health and law 

professionals involved in the scientific 
advancement of British apiculture…



…as they transformed a 
cottage industry to a more 
humane and scientifically-

based practice.



Even in his third age, you 
continued to contribute to 

the larger good.



… yes, but we’ll be 
back with another 

topic soon…

So we have completed 
topic # 007 in our 

series… 
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