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Show Me the Honey

Aristotle, Virgil, Gregor Mendel, 
Sir Edmund Hillary and Henry 
Fonda had a common passion: 

they all kept honey bees. So do some 
10,000 North Carolinians, including 
quite a few in the Triangle. Just as anyone 
who grows a garden gets satisfaction in 
their own unique way, beekeepers have 
many different reasons for what they do. 
Depending on your own perspectives and 
priorities, some of the rewards will be 
more important than others. In any event, 
and as the media have often reminded us 
lately, honey bees are inherently valuable 
regardless of the motivation for keeping 
them.
	 Why keep honey bees? The idea of 
having thousands of fuzzy flying insects 
around bothers some people. Nonethe-
less, throughout the ages others have 
taken the step and never looked back. If 
you are intrigued by the concept but need 
a gentle push, here are seven reasons to 
explore beekeeping:

1. Reduce stress. Beekeeping is a quiet, 
contemplative pastime that does wonders 
for your sense of peace and wellbeing. 
In fact “The Father of Modern Beekeep-
ing”, L.L. Langstroth, was a preacher who 
cherished his hobby as a retreat from his 

stressful occupation. At its core the craft 
involves solitude and passing quiet mo-
ments in the bee yard.  

2. Connect to a simpler time. Artwork 
in Egyptian pyramids shows beekeep-
ers working in a way not much different 
than we do now. Modern gadgets assist 
but cannot replace the basic relationship 
between the bee and her keeper.  

3. Enrich your community. Honey 
bees forage within a three mile radius of 
their hive, pollinating nearby gardens, 
shrubs and trees as they do so. Not 
only will your neighborhoods’ gardens 
overflow because of your bees’ industri-
ousness, so will the plants that provide 
wildlife with seeds and berries.

4. Save the bees. Bees are in trouble 
(and therefore so are the plants they pol-
linate and the people who consume the 
produce from those plants). The Jame-
stown settlers first brought honey bees to 
America, where they thrived and eventu-
ally spread across the continent. In the 
mid-1980s, two exotic pests decimated 
both the managed (kept by beekeep-
ers) and feral (living wild) honey bee 
populations. Experts believe there are no 
self-sustaining feral honey bee colonies 
left in North Carolina. If there are to be 
honey bees in our future, people must 
keep them.

5. Enrich your other interests. 
Gardening and nature study are inter-
twined with the art of beekeeping. So are 
cooking, handicrafts, woodworking and 
philosophy. Many people have linked the 
hobby to rare book collecting. Others 
travel to third-world countries to teach the 
economic benefits of beekeeping. Your 

interests and imagination are the only 
constraints.

6. There are tangible rewards. In 
addition to pollination, the hive provides 
honey, beeswax and several other valu-
able products. Beekeeping is one of few 
hobbies which can pay its own expense.

7. It’s easy to start. A beginner can 
obtain bees and essential equipment for 
just $200 to $300. Since bees don’t care 
about property lines, you don’t need to 
own land. Guidance and other help is 
available from the NC Cooperative Exten-
sion Service and the State Beekeepers 
Association. The latter has chapters in 
many North Carolina counties. Wake, Or-
ange, Alamance, Chatham, Granville and 
Person counties all have active groups. 
Check out www.ncbeekeepers.org for 
more information.
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	 Even if you choose to not keep hon-
ey bees, you can encourage those who 
do. Grow bee-friendly plants, especially 
those which bloom during the Triangle’s 
mid-summer dry spell. Buy locally-
produced honey and other bee products. 
Learn the difference between honey 
bees and other flying insects. Support 
a healthy and sustainable environment 
free of herbicides, pesticides and other 
harmful chemicals. Help spread the word 
about the importance of honey bees. And 
give a sympathetic smile to a passionate 
beekeeper.

For all the reasons he has mentioned, Ran-
dall Austin keeps a few honey bee hives 
in northern Orange County. He can be 
reached at s.randall.austin@gmail.com. 
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