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For he on honey-dew hath fed,

And drunk the milk of Paradise.

Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Kubla Khan




Everyone should have two or three hives of bees.

Bees are easier to keep than a dog or a cat.

They are more interesting than gerbils.

Sue Hubbell, A Book of Bees




Nobody disputes the role of dogs as man’s best friend, but a

convincing argument can also be made for the honey bee.

Martin Elkort, The Secret Life of Food



Until six years ago, I had no acquaintance with bees or honey. No childhood memories of painful stings while playing in the yard or climbing a tree, nor neighborhood friends who could boast of such a dramatic experience. There were no eccentric suburban beekeepers to spy on in my early days, no busy oozing tree nests, and never an ounce of honey in the kitchen of the house where I grew up. Preferring the Hardy boys and Nancy Drew to Winnie-the-Pooh, I had not learned to appreciate bees or honey. Bees were a vague, somewhat menacing presence, like malarial mosquitoes or the bogeyman. I had never personally met any and was perfectly happy to keep it that way.

Then, as a harried adult in need of a peaceful getaway, I bought a house in Connecticut two hours north of my cramped rental apartment in New York City. I fell in love with the landscape and solitude of the country, with the shade of giant maples instead of skyscrapers, and with the sounds of woodpeckers and doves waking me in the morning rather than the roar and honk of traffic. The house is over two hundred years old, a quaint brown clapboard colonial, rich in history and nature, which I set out to explore. Soon, I learned that my little haven, with its steep woods, rocky ledges, and spring-fed cattailed pond, had once been a tobacco farm.

Giddy with fresh air and a pioneering do-it-yourself fever, I fantasized about becoming some kind of farmer myself. I toyed with visions of a giant vegetable garden, an orchard, and a produce stand. I thought about acquiring sheep and making cheese and sweaters. Somewhere I read that one acre of grazing land can support one dairy cow and did the math on an unlikely herd of cattle. In the midst of my very improbable farm dreams (this was, after all, a part-time project, and I am essentially lazy), I went to visit my friend Ace, an expert in part-time projects. He introduced me to two white boxes of bees he kept in a meadow near his house. Immediately I was captivated by the idea of low-maintenance farm stock that did the farming for you and didn’t need to be walked, milked, or brushed. The amount of gear and gadgets involved also appealed.

Ace handed me a plastic bear full of his most recent harvest, and when I tilted it to my mouth, head back, eyes closed, I really experienced honey for the first time, standing next to its creators. In that glistening dollop, I could taste the sun and the water in his pond, the metallic minerals of the soil, and the tang of the goldenrod and the wildflowers blooming around the meadow. The present golden-green moment was sweetly and perfectly distilled in my mouth. When I opened my eyes, tree branches and blossoms were suddenly swimming and swaying with bees that I had somehow not noticed before. Bees hopped around blooms in a delicate looping minuet. Determined to have sweet drops of honey and nature on my tongue on a more regular basis, I resolved to host bees on my own property. Keeping bees was clearly the most exquisite way to learn about my land, farm it, and taste its liquid fruits. As visions of sheep and cows faded away, I dropped my head back again and opened my mouth for more honey. That is how my love affair with bees and their magical produce began.

Like most love affairs, it quickly got obsessive. I started to see bees and honey everywhere, and everything reminded me of them. Honey suddenly appeared in every aisle of my supermarket and in the bubbles of my bath. The condiment packets at Starbucks were love letters from the hive. In the city, I saw “Busy Bee” courier services, “Bee-Line” moving companies, and bees dancing about the flowers of the medians on Park Avenue. When the initial infatuation had worn o., I did a little background check. Reading everything I could on beekeeping and bees, I became a little more enamored with every detail I uncovered about this humble creature’s illustrious past. Most of the books I found on the subject were dated and musty, but their sense of fascination, which I now shared, was fresh and timeless.
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Reverence for the bee is as old as humanity. Bees, in fact, were on this planet long before humanity existed. Ancient civilizations believed that bees were divine messengers of the gods, or deities themselves. Kings and queens of the Nile carved symbols of them into their royal seals, and the Greeks of Ephesus minted coins with their images. Emperor Napoleon embroidered the mighty bee into his coat of arms as an emblem of power, immortality, and resurrection. One day at the New York Public Library, while I was researching bees, one of my subjects blithely and loudly explored the reading room, causing widespread consternation. I felt thrilled by this visitation from the gods.

Honey was humanity’s only sweetener for centuries, and historically seekers had gone to great and painful lengths to obtain their sweet liquid grail. It seemed to me, as I observed our often unnatural world of modern conveniences and sugar substitutes, that bees and honey, like poetry and mystery, had become sadly neglected and unappreciated. I had taken them for granted myself, but no more. I read dozens of journals and books about the bee, enough to realize that I was just beginning to grasp her vast repertoire of marvels. The glob of precious honey that I had poured into my mouth at Ace’s was the life’s work of hundreds of bees, a unique floral ode collected from thousands of blossoms in a poetic foraging ritual that has not changed in millions of years. Honeybees are mostly female; they communicate by dancing; and collectively they travel thousands of miles to produce a single communal pound of honey. They live for only several weeks and heroically die after delivering their dreaded, venomous sting. Bees shape the very landscape in which we all live by cross-pollinating and changing the plants that nourish them. After decades of living in honeyless ignorance I added these divine insects and their delicious produce to my recommended daily allowance of magic and wonder.

 

A few years later, having acquired my own bees and harvested their honey, the love affair was still going strong (although it had had its painful moments), and I decided to write a book about it, a tribute to bees and honey that I hoped would convey the magic of the hives and the timelessness and wonder of drizzling a bit of honey onto your tongue. Because I was a hobbyist puttering around just a couple hives and beekeeping is so much more than a hobby, I wanted to find a professional beekeeper to tell part of the story, someone with years of expertise and annual rivers of honey compared to my weekend trickle. The story needed a guide much more experienced than myself.

To find my sage, I went to one of my early research haunts, the Web site of the National Honey Board. It has what it calls a honey locator, a directory by state of commercial beekeepers and the types of honey they produce. Florida and California were my first choices, because they had the largest populations of bees and because I wanted to see how bees behave somewhere different and warm. I e-mailed a bunch of beekeepers in those two states explaining my project and asking if I could come and spend a few days watching their operation. Of the twenty solicited, Donald Smiley was the only one who replied, from a place I’d never heard of: Wewahitchka, Florida. In retrospect, I know this was because beekeepers are extremely busy and hardworking, and writers from New York are generally considered a nuisance. But Smiley alone took the risk and the time and endured my endless questions because he is as eager to celebrate bees and honey as I am. His honey epiphany occurred seventeen years ago and is still driving him with passion and wonder. “Hello, Holley,” he wrote the day after my first e-mail. “Yes, I would be interested in helping you with the research for your book. The end of March may not be the best time for me though, the second week of April would probably be better. That is when our tupelo bloom begins, then it is all work and no play. Please give me a call and let’s discuss it. The best time to reach me would be early morning between 5 A.M. and 7 A.M.” In the first five minutes of our very early inaugural phone conversation he talked about his job with energetic wonder, joy, and pride and said, “I know I’m going to do this for the rest of my life.” My thoughts exactly.

 

Note: There are an estimated sixteen thousand species of bees inhabiting our planet. From the stingless bees of the tropics to the giant honeybees of Southeast Asia, each has a distinct character and a fascinating history. This particular book is concerned with the genus Apis, which currently includes eight species of honeybees, the best known and most widely distributed of which is Apis mellifera, the Western honey bee. Within mellifera are twenty-four distinct races. I have focused mostly on the Italian race, ligustica, because I know it best. I keep ligustica in my own backyard, and Smiley too has long been smitten with it.

 

Another note: I visited Donald Smiley and his ever-expanding, ever-changing operation many times over the course of three years. Every time I arrived, there were more hives, new equipment, and usually a new assistant or two. When I first met him, Smiley had about six hundred hives; he now has well over a thousand. For clarity, simplicity, and sanity, I picked a number of hives, seven hundred (which is about what he had in the second year I visited), and made that constant throughout the story. Otherwise, I have gathered moments and events from throughout the three years that best illuminate a typical year in the life of Donald Smiley and his apiary.





ONE


Swamp Cache
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“Where a man’s treasure lies, there lies his heart.”

Anonymous




Life is the flower for which love is the honey.

Victor Hugo



One year during the tupelo harvest Donald Smiley fell asleep while taking off his boots. He awoke slouched and snoring in his office chair, with one muddy boot on his foot and the other cradled in his lap. He’s not to that point yet, he thinks now, in the middle of April, but give it a week. Seated in his swiveling desk chair, he pulls on one of the heavy, dark leather work boots, wincing a little at the effort. The season has barely begun, but already his 48-year-old body feels the strain. The most exhausting and lucrative time of year, the tupelo harvest, is fast approaching, and he’s already tired from too much work and too little sleep. “Sometimes I’m so tired I can’t get to sleep,” he groans. “I stay up thinking about how tired I am and how much work there is to do.” Easing a foot into the other boot, he achily ponders the work ahead.

He stretches and ambles into the adjacent kitchen to pour his third cup of morning coffee into a scarred plastic mug before heading out into the heat of the day. He likes it black, strong, and brewed to opacity. “That’s what it takes to get me started,” he says, drinking deeply as he swings the back door open. At 9:00 A.M. in April in the Florida panhandle, the temperature has already hit the hot, sticky seventies. In his frayed baseball cap, thick blue cotton work pants, undershirt, and long-sleeved denim shirt, Smiley breaks a sweat just by walking from his office to the truck parked next to the house.

Behind his beige-and-green ranch is a forty-foot-long steel Quonset hut as big as his residence. This is the honey house, the arched metal barn for storing his equipment and for processing his crop when it comes in from the fields. His livestock—about forty million bees—lives elsewhere, in twenty-two beeyards scattered around the swamps, fields, and forests of Wewahitchka. At the moment the honey house lies dormant, like a winery days before the grapes are harvested. But very soon the silent hut will be transformed into a bustling, fragrant honey factory.

In the adjacent sandy lot is another dormant structure, the Tyvecked shell of the two-bedroom house he is building for himself and his wife, Paula. His future abode is about 3,400 square feet, three and a half times as big as his current one, with a two-car garage, sunken bathtub, screened-in porch, office, and a separate storage space for honey. Paula, his wife of six years, is eager to move from his old bachelor pad and childhood home to a more spacious place that doesn’t have boxes of honey stacked in the bedroom. She’ll have to wait until the harvest is over. At the rate the contractors and bees are going (slow and fast), the Smileys probably won’t move in until the fall. In the meantime, he has to pay for it. “Time to get to work,” he says, swigging his coffee and eyeing the house. “I need the tupelo money to pay for the tiles.”

He climbs into his gleaming white Ford 4 × 4, blasts the radio and air-conditioning, settles his coffee cup into its holder, and backs out of the driveway. From his house on Bozeman Circle, Smiley turns onto Old Transfer Road, then onto Route 71, the main drag intersecting the small town of Wewahitchka, or “Wewa,” as the locals call it.

Geographically, Wewa is about equidistant from New Orleans, Birmingham, Atlanta, and Jacksonville. Culturally, Smiley’s hometown is much closer to the old, deep coastal South of Louisiana and Alabama than it is to the sandy resort world of southeastern Florida. Locals often refer to this area as “L.A.” or “Lower Alabama.” Some call it “Southern Alabama,” or “Salabama.” The older houses in Salabama are built of wood, raised on wobbly stilts and roofed with tin. Ancient magnolia trees draped in clouds of Spanish moss dwarf and shade the single-story homes. Some lots have a trailer parked next to a crumbling older house, the local version of an addition. Trucks are parked on packed sandy earth by the side of the house, often sporting a gun rack in the rear and fishing poles poking out of the bed. In front of several homes on Route 71 are signs for boiled peanuts, honey, live shrimp, and crawfish for sale. From deep within shaded front porches, residents watch for customers and tra8c on the road, which extends from the shore twenty miles south to the Alabama border fifty miles north. The difference between north and south Florida is, as Smiley says, that of night and day.

Most of Smiley’s life in Wewa has centered around Route 71. He was born on it, in a house that used to be the doctor’s o8ce and is now Eddie’s Beauty Salon. The elementary and high schools he attended are just down the road, as are his bank and supermarket. Even his mobile office—the truck—is headquartered on Route 71; he spends several hours a day on it as he tends to beeyards throughout the county. With a population of 1,700 people and only one main thoroughfare, Wewa is a town where strangers are noticed and where all the locals know all the locals, at least by sight. Smiley recognizes many of the drivers passing him and lifts his left fingers up from the steering wheel in a subtle, neighborly wave.

Stopped at the one traffic light, Smiley surveys “downtown” Wewa. Clustered near the intersection are Randy’s discount grocery store, the Chevron station, Pitt’s pharmacy, Tony’s Bait and Tackle, JR’s food mart and gas station, and an abandoned gas station turned failed doughnut shop. He can also see a hardware store, an auto parts store, a Subway sandwich outlet, several empty lots, and the Bank Trust of Florida. Farther up the road are the Lake Alice municipal park with its covered pavilion, pond, picnic tables, and a bright plastic jungle gym, and the new town library. As for other small-town entertainments, there is not a bowling alley, arcade, or movie theater in sight or in town. “Wewa used to have a movie theater,” says Smiley, pointing. “Over by the where the courthouse is now, but it burned down before I was old enough to go to it.” In the lifetime that Smiley has been here, lots of businesses have burned down or closed up, and the crossroads has the abandoned feeling of faded charm and better days found in many small southern towns. “We used to have a five-and-dime, and a shoe store and a clothing store, but they all went out of business,” he says. “Had a dry cleaner too, but that closed.” For entertainment, dry cleaning, cheap groceries, and home building supplies, Wewahitchkans drive to the thriving malls and restaurants of Panama City, about half an hour away.

Not counting the Subway, Wewahitchka boasts two restaurants, The Bayou and Swampy’s. The menus are crowded with fried fish, okra, shrimp, and crawfish, with an occasional frog’s legs special. It’s the kind of food Smiley caught and cooked himself when he was a kid, crowded into the two-bedroom house on Bozeman Circle where he still lives. By local standards he’s well off now, but that’s only been in the past few years, since he started in honey. He and his twelve siblings were raised, as he says, “hard and fast and poor, same as most kids in this part of Florida.”

Smiley drives past the high school he attended until eleventh grade, when he dropped out, married his sweetheart, and started work in construction and installing air-conditioning. He and most of his classmates stayed in the area, laboring in the local industries of farming, paper, timber, chemicals, and fishing. After the construction gig, Smiley tried timbering, working grueling shifts on an oil rig, and eventually guarding at a local prison. He preferred shifts in maximum security, because it kept him busy. “Regular duty you just sit on your butt and scratch your head and watch the prisoners,” he says. Donald Smiley likes to be busy.

Early in his marriage, he and his wife and two small children moved thirty miles east to Apalachicola, Florida’s oyster capital, where he worked plumbing the endless sandy shallows of the Gulf of Mexico for the prized shellfish. When a friend introduced him to his beekeeping hobby, it was love at first sight, sound, and taste. He remembers going into a hive, digging his chaffed oysterman’s finger into the laden honeycomb, and tasting the warm waxy sweetness as bees swarmed noisily around him. It seemed an additional miracle that he might actually make money from this liquid. Phasing out of bivalves and into bees for a living, he returned to Wewahitchka and his childhood home in 1987. He bought eight hives from a newspaper advertisement and by the next year had turned them into forty. After years of teetering, his marriage finally tottered apart; for a year before he met Paula, he found himself living alone in his house for the first time in his life with only a couple of million bees to keep him company. Following his divorce, bees were his passion, his livelihood, his friends and family.

Now, after years of perfecting his husbandry, he has seven hundred hives and a new wife, whom he married after a six-month courtship. “I told her I was already married to my bees,” says Smiley now, “but she married me anyway.” Paula doesn’t seem to mind sharing her man with the bees. In a crunch she helps him with sting-free tasks such as bottling, labeling, and shipping. She keeps a respectful distance from his beloved livestock but is clearly proud of his dedication and his growing reputation. In seventeen years, he’s become one of the most respected beekeepers in the area. Other farmers and hobbyists come to him for advice. Customers ask for his honey by name. Smiley’s work is hard, hot, and at times endless. But the rewards are sweet-financial and physical independence, a sense of craftsmanship, a constant education, and the joy of working outdoors, coaxing delectable honey from millions of bees. “I love my job,” he says. “I made more money beekeeping than anything else I ever did and enjoyed it more.” He’s constantly amazed and impressed by the bees.

Easing up to the drive-through window of the Emerald Coast Federal Credit Union, he takes a sheaf of checks from his shirt pocket. These are payments for the honey that he shipped last week.

“Well, good morning,” he says to the intercom, slipping the checks into the open transaction drawer.

“Hey, Mister Smiley, how’s it going?” chirps the teller from behind the glass. “Did the tupelo come yet?”

“Well, we’re fixin’ to find out what’s happening there any day now,” replies Smiley.

 

The object of this speculation is a tree bud, or, more accurately, millions of tree buds. The tupelo tree, Nyssa ogeche, grows in profusion in and along the Apalachicola and Ochlocknee rivers of the Florida panhandle. A few of these trees are found in southern Alabama and Georgia, but they grow in significant numbers only in Smiley’s little-known corner of Florida, commonly called the “Forgotten Coast.” There are legends about how the tupelo, a native of China, came to be in this forgotten place. The most popular story involves a missionary, a Baptist woman who had just returned from the Far East and was traveling down the Apalachicola River by barge. In her purse she reportedly carried precious seedpods from a Chinese tupelo tree. It’s not clear why she had these curious items in her bag; perhaps she had tasted tupelo honey in Asia (where beekeeping had been established for millennia) and intended to spread the word and some seeds throughout Florida’s watery frontier. When a thief grabbed the lady’s bag and saw nothing of value within, he disgustedly flung her parcel into the river. As it turns out, he did honey lovers a valuable favor. The tupelo thrives in riverine environments, and it flourished and multiplied and now dominates thousands of acres of Florida wetlands. This is how Don Smiley’s hometown came to be one of the few places on the planet where tupelo honey is abundant enough to be produced commercially. There are several beekeeping families in town, including the Laniers and the Rishes, who have been chasing the tupelo bud for generations.

The crop begins the day the tupelo buds open. Honeybees feed on the nectar of the blossoms, which the plant produces for their delectation. They are attracted to the tupelo over all others and make a straight, determined “beeline” to the buds. At the sweet liquid center of each flower they fill their stomachs drop by drop with nectar. When their bellies are full, they return to the nest, where the contents are converted to honey and stored as food for the entire colony. As human food, tupelo honey is a delicacy prized for its exotic rarity, unique flavor, light color, and refusal to crystallize—as most other honeys do. It’s a specialty honey that Smiley can sell for more per pound than any of his other harvests.

There are as many types of honey as there are flowers. Bees forage on whatever nectar source is closest and most appealing to the hive, and the type of bloom influences the flavor and color of the honey. A colony of bees is like a sponge, soaking up the pools of smell and taste from the flavorful landscape and season in which it is immersed. Hives placed in a grove of blossoming orange trees, for example, will yield a light amber-colored honey with a mild citrus tang and the aroma of oranges. A eucalyptus grove, on the other hand, will offer honey that is darkly aromatic and medicinal tasting. Leatherwood honey from Tasmania, with its exotic, spicy, aftershave-like scent, is my favorite outside of my own backyard product. Honey connoisseurs can detect provenance in the same way that wine aficionados can pinpoint grapes, terroir, and appellation. In my own small apiary, I can savor the difference between my first summer harvest, infused with the sweet clover, dandelion, and forsythia flavors of spring, and the later crops, which are dark and fragrant with fall-flowering goldenrod and sumac. To produce honeys boasting a particular flavor and color, beekeepers induce their bees to forage exclusively on one type or one mixture of nectars. They transport their colonies to the sources, surrounding them with flowers, encouraging their bees to soak up tupelo or citrus or leatherwood, depending on the desired taste and what is in blossom.

In Florida, fewer than ten species of plants contribute the bulk of the state’s honey crop, and only one of them—citrus—is cultivated.

Wild nectar providers include cabbage palm, gallberry, saw palmetto, black mangrove, clover, and, in the panhandle, tupelo. The tupelo season is short and intense, lasting for only two to three weeks a year, usually from mid-April to the first week in May at the latest.

During these weeks, Smiley’s bees must forage exclusively on tupelo nectar in order for him to harvest a pure and lucrative crop. Before and after the tupelo, Smiley moves his hives to clover, gallberry, titi, cotton, and watermelon to secure those less distinctive—and less profitable—drops of nectar. But at this moment, in the second week of April, he’s focused on capturing the tupelo.

 

At Howard’s Creek Road, Smiley turns onto tarmac bleached and cracked from the sun and cruises past tall pine groves and stumpy fields where the timber has recently been harvested. Where most motorists would see a grassy roadside bordered by generic scrub and shrub, Smiley sees bursts of flavor and income: two kinds of clover, some gallberry, titi bushes, and golden green acres of saw palmetto.

Eventually the road narrows and a canopy of silvery branches and leaves forms overhead. Smiley slows suddenly, as if a blinking neon road sign had demanded his attention. He brakes the truck and gets out, leaving the door open and the air-conditioning blasting as he strides to an overhead branch and pulls the tip of it down to inches from his blue eyes. At the end, surrounded by pointy oval lime-green leaves, is a trio of inch-long stems, each supporting a knobby bud the size and color of a fresh spring pea. Smiley inspects it closely, then lets the branch spring out of his hands. “Three days,” he pronounces. Three days until the buds open to release a flow of tupelo nectar.

The size and color of the buds, today’s heat, yesterday’s rain, and years of experience figure into this prediction. If it is accurate, then in three days that bud will sprout tiny, sweet, white tendrils that will transform the hard ball into the soft fluff that is the tupelo flower. A delicate conspiracy of water and sun bring forth the flu. for just ten to twenty days each year. Smiley and the other commercial honey farmers in Wewa attempt to predict the beginning and duration of the tupelo nectar flow in order to maximize their harvest and their profits.

Smiley climbs back into the truck and continues down the sandy road, nearing the Apalachicola River, where the tupelo trees grow in dense profusion. He makes a left at a country store and eventually pulls up to a blackened wire fence hung with “Stop” and “Keep Out” signs. Vandals, both human and animal, are one of Smiley’s prevailing beekeeping problems. Local kids with not much else to do like to kick over the hives and watch the bees storm out furiously. Bears also enjoy the sport and the sweet proceeds.

Smiley opens the gate at the Howard’s Creek yard and pulls in the truck. He then backs it up so the bed is positioned at the beginning of two long rows of pale-painted wooden hives. The rows are fifteen feet apart, with about sixty boxes on each side, resembling trim, miniature town houses on a broad, grassy avenue. Thick, scratchy brown pine needles and pinecones the size of grapefruits litter the alley between the rows. This quaint village at Howard’s Creek is home to six million bees.

He shuts off the engine and alights from the truck. The only noise in the beeyard now is from the breeze in the towering pines, an occasional cricket song, and the subtle, enveloping hum of millions of bees. Looking down the row of hives, Smiley sees them dipping and diving, turning from brown to reflective silver as they dart from shade to sun. He takes a deep breath to admire and analyze the floral scents in the yard. “It’s a great day to be alive and keeping bees,” he exhales.

Smiley takes a sip of coffee, reaches into the truck bed to find his wide-brimmed white plastic hat, and plops it on his head. On the down-turned gate of the truck, he places his smoker, a metal cylinder about the size of a coffee can with a conical spout on top and a bellows on the side. From the ground he grabs a handful of long brown pine needles, folding a thick sheaf of them in half. With his lighter, he ignites the bottom of this bundle and shoves it into the smoker while pumping the bellows. Sweet piney gray smoke billows out of the can, and Smiley adds a handful of wood chips from the back of the truck. While the fire grows, Smiley pulls the veil of his hat down over his face and anchors it with ties around his chest. In his rear pocket, he holsters a slender, black metal hive tool, a beekeeper’s miniature crowbar. He flips the smoker closed, and smoke streams steadily from the spout.

Thus armed, Smiley saunters over to the first box, which is most often called a deep hive body and is the size and shape of a file box, complete with overhanging lid and incised carrying handles. These are man-made homes for the bees, who, as long as the space is neither too big nor too small for their numbers, keep house just as they would in the wild. Ruled by one fertile queen, each hive is a nest of wax rooms with eggs and brood at the core, surrounded by outer layers and walls of food supplies. Beekeepers in earlier times captured swarms in the wild and tended them in baskets, bottles, and boxes, but contemporary keepers actually breed and raise colonies of bees inside the wooden hives. In modern commercial hives, bees graft their nests onto a series of internal movable frames, which make it as easy for the beekeeper to monitor and manipulate his livestock as if pulling and reading a file from a drawer. Smiley’s goal is briefly to inspect a couple of files or frames from each box to make sure that the establishment is healthy, that the queen is laying eggs, and that the colony is robust enough for the imminent nectar flow. He’s also checking to see that they aren’t too robust, threatening to outgrow and outnumber their space and swarm away in search of more suitable accommodation. Contrary to popular belief, a traveling swarm of bees is not a feral clump of stinging marauders but rather a vulnerable family of homeless bees that has outgrown its living quarters. Smiley is a good landlord, constantly checking to be sure his tenants are comfortable and adequately housed. He lifts the front of the lid about two inches to an emphatic burst of buzzing, greetings from a healthy, active colony. Wafting a few gray pu.s into the opening, he sets the lid down again, giving the smoke a few seconds to sink in.

Various theories attempt to explain what the smoke does to a beehive. The most popular is that it alarms the inhabitants, which suspect a forest fire and then hide in the combs of the hive, bingeing on honey until they become passive with sugar and fear. Some beekeepers say that smoke is a calming bee narcotic. My theory is that the bees simply want to get away from it, as if from bad breath, bad manners, or a bad cigar at a party. When they sense the obnoxious, intrusive fumes, they withdraw politely and quietly into the private back rooms of the hive. Smiley believes the smoke merely disorients them and slows them down for a few minutes, which is all the time he needs. When he takes the lid off moments later, the bees have retreated and the hive is much quieter and calmer, hushed with smoke.

He taps the lid firmly on the hive to shake any wanderers back into the interior. Crawling bees coat the tops of the ten wooden frames that fill the box. “Hoo, boy. Lookee here. Now, there’s a pretty box of bees,” he croons. Lively dialogue with bees is as old as apiaries. In ancient Greece, where it was believed that honey rained down from the heavens above, bees had high status as collectors and distributors of the nectar, and thus as liaisons to the gods. It was important to be on good terms with the bees if you needed anything from the deities. Throughout Europe until recently (and in some places still) bees were considered part of the family, and it was customary to inform them of important events, such as christenings, funerals, and weddings. If you did not tell the bees (and share a piece of wedding cake with them), it is said, they were likely to leave you, and your life would no longer be sweetened with honey.

Superstitions and deities aside, Smiley enjoys talking to his bees. Like farm animals or pets, they respond to the tone, mood, and movements of their master. His relating the events of the day in a soothing voice and calm gestures seems to soothe them as much as it does him. Besides, he has no one else to chat with on the many days he spends alone in the beeyards.

Smiley squats down beside the box, the smoker puffing lazily beside him. With weathered bare hands, he wedges the hive tool in between the first frame and the lip of the box and levers out a segment of the hive. Bringing the 9 × 18 × 1-inch frame close to his veiled face, he peers at the contents like a doctor reading an X-ray. There are approximately 4,000 hexagonal wax cells on each side of the frame. Each six-sided cup is about a quarter inch across and a half inch deep. At the bottom of many of the cells are single white specks the size of poppy seeds: sausage-shaped eggs laid recently by the queen. Smiley is pleased at this sign of a busy, fertile monarch. When the eggs have matured, this frame will yield thousands of new bees, and the more bees he has, the more drops of precious nectar they’ll bring back to the hive. “If you’ve got eggs, you’ve got honey,” proclaims Smiley as he inspects the frame. Every little white speck counts.

On top of the heartiest colonies, those already teeming with bees and brood, he has placed another box called a honey super. It is shallower than the deep hive body but otherwise identical, filled with ten frames of honeycombs that the bees have manufactured using wax secreted from their bodies. Away from the queen and her burgeoning offspring, this is where the bees make and store their food. Between the two levels is a queen excluder, a thin metal wire rack whose bars are close enough together to allow workers access and to prohibit the slightly fatter queen from getting into the food bank and littering it with her relentless egg laying. While the lower level is the actual home and nest of the bees, the upper honey annex is an interchangeable storage area. This is the beekeeper’s harvest.

Lifting one of these heavy frames from a super, Smiley sees it is thick with glistening honey. Made from the nectar of tiny white gallberry flowers, its dark amber color earns it the nickname “red” from local farmers. As a rule, the darker a honey is, the stronger its flavor. Smiley scrapes some red from the comb with his index finger and lifts it beneath the veil and into his mouth, taking the powerful floral explosion onto his tongue. He ponders the flavor like a sommelier, tasting a hint of black titi, maybe some clover and honeysuckle, lots of gallberry. The latter he senses as a hint of bitterness at the back of his throat. This is the taste of end-of-the-flow gallberry.

Because most plants flower for only a few weeks at most, and in different locales, honey farming is a surprisingly physical and migratory endeavor. Like shepherds guiding their flocks from bare, trampled fields to succulent green meadows, beekeepers must also follow the forage, moving the hives from one emerging source of nectar to the next. Smiley moves his at least two or three times a season—typically from gallberry to tupelo to cotton and watermelon—chasing liquid abundance, capturing different nectars, absorbing a medley of flavors.

Red honey is produced in March and April, when gallberry is flowering throughout the panhandle. Usually, just as those blossoms fade midmonth, the tupelo flowers open, releasing their flow of distinctive nectar. When that onslaught comes, the real artistry and work begin. In the business of specialty honey, there can be no nectar overlap, no mixing to dilute the purity and profitability of the crop. Tupelo honey must be pure tupelo honey. In the next three days, Smiley has to remove each of the current supers and extract the contents, cleaning out every last taste of the red. Then, in the very early mornings or cool evenings, when the bees are all calmly inside their hives, he’ll load the colonies onto his truck and move them to the tupelo yards. There, he’ll place the freshly emptied supers atop each hive and wait for the bees to bring in the new harvest. While the trees flower, the bees will make tupelo honey, which is as distinctively light and mild as the red is strong and dark. When the tupelo blossoms wither, Smiley repeats the whole exhausting process, immediately extracting the tupelo honey, then moving all of the hives to new yards and new sources, adding yet another set of empty supers to tap those nectar flows.

From another deep box, he pulls out a frame full of pu.y beige brood cells containing eggs that have hatched and thickened into pupae. As Smiley watches, the papery cap of one of the brood cells is pierced from the inside. Antennae appear, and seconds later two dark bulging eyes emerge. An adult-size newborn bee crawls out of the cell to join the busy traffic on the frame. The slightly paler fur on her thorax is the only clue of her recent birth. The newborn instinctively begins to work and soon blends in with her thousands of siblings. “That sure is a beautiful thing,” Smiley says to the frame as he replaces it in the hive and refits the lid over the colony.

He repeats the inspection process down the line of hives. Pu. the smoke, tap the lid, applaud the bees, admire the honey, scrutinize a frame or two. It’s a quiet, meditative process carried out in a haze of heat and smoke, punctuated by occasional whoops and exhortations. On one frame he spots the golden queen, with her distinctive long, tapered abdomen, making her way from cell to cell, determinedly laying eggs. An entourage of helpers follows the monarch, feeding her, cleaning her, ushering her across the comb. Smiley waves them on, “Good job there, girly, you just keep up the good work.”

In another hive, he spots another queen and whistles at the abundance of red honey her colony has stored. Bees are instinctive hoarders. As long as nectar is flowing, they will compulsively stock their pantry supers with honey. Their intent is to store food for the winter months, when supplies are scarce. When nectar is abundant, the inhabitants of a colony will collectively fly 55,000 miles and gather from more than two million flowers to make a pound of honey, with each bee contributing in total just a twelfth of a teaspoon to the communal coffer in her lifetime. Although one hive can make as much as 150 pounds of honey in a summer season, it takes about a third of that to sustain a hive through the winter months, depending on the length and depth of the cold. From the time of the earliest apiaries, the arrangement between beekeepers and their bees has been for the keepers to harvest or “rob” the surplus summer honey, leaving enough in the hive for fall and winter sustenance. Smiley’s workers need very little surplus to get them through the short, mild winters, so almost all of their instinctive excess is for his benefit. In Connecticut, however, my bees require about sixty pounds of honey per colony to sustain them during the long cold nectarless winters. I gratefully leave them this allowance, after stealing nearly twice that much from their pantry.

Smiley moves slowly down the line, smoking, tapping, and inspecting, taking the pulse and flavor of each colony. Eventually he returns to the truck, stows his hat and smoker in back, wipes his sweaty forehead, and unbuttons his clinging wet shirt. It is just before eleven in the morning. Smiley climbs into the truck, takes a gulp of cold coffee, blasts the AC, and turns on the radio just in time for the weather report. Afternoon showers, a regular panhandle occurrence, are expected. He doesn’t mind getting wet, but the bees don’t like to be rained on, it makes them awkward and irritable, so he’ll have to take it into consideration. Gazing up through the windshield, he notes the cloudless blue sky, checks the dashboard clock, reviews a mental map of his yards, and pinpoints the next stop. The smoker in the back of the truck pu.s a steady gray banner as he pulls back out onto the road and heads to the next inspection.

The scent of the smoke lingers in the Howard’s Creek yard after the truck has faded from view. Calmer rhythms return as the bees shake off the smoke and resume darting into neighboring woods, fields, and swamps in search of nectar for the colony. In the twenty minutes it takes Smiley to drive to his next yard, hundreds of dramas will unfold in each hive at Howard’s Creek.

 

Female worker bees will travel up to two miles from the nest in search of nectar, pollen, and water supplies for the hive. That’s more than 8,000 acres of perusal at the disposal of each colony. In carefully situated beeyards like Smiley’s, food sources are much closer and the bees don’t have to travel very far to get to work. When a bee spots and smells a likely flower, she lands on the blossom or any part of the nearby plant that will support her forty-milligram body weight. She unfurls her flexible proboscis from beneath her chin; like a tiny elephant’s trunk, it searches out the nectar pools, then sucks until all of the liquid within its reach is taken up. Draining up to 1,500 nectaries in this way, a bee fills her stomach or “honey sac,” collecting up to half her weight in nectar before returning heavily to the hive. If nectar is abundant, achieving a full load can take as little as fifteen minutes. She might also be in search of pollen, the plant protein that bees feed their young, which she collects in saddlebags on her rear legs, packs into pellets, and transports back to the colony. Or she may go in search of a drop or two of the five gallons of water it takes to hydrate and cool the colony each year. These various hive duties add up to five hundred miles of flight in the lifetime of an average bee, a round trip from Wewa-hitchka to Orlando as the insect flies.

Arriving back at the yard with her foraging spoils, the bee recognizes her own home by the unique pheromonal scent of her queen, an aromatic chemical coat of arms that is relayed from bee to bee and tracked around the hive. Each bee carries a bit of this scent with her, a perfumed security pass that the guards at the entrance identify before waving her through the door. Wrong-smelling trespassing robber bees are turned away, discouraged from pilfering honey that isn’t theirs. At the threshold, a returning forager empties her stomach and relays her load of nectar to waiting young “house” bees, who dutifully move off to process the nectar, extending their long tongues to offer the droplet to the warm drying air of the hive. Soon, they offer the nectar to other worker bees, who deposit it in storage cells and fan their wings to dry it further. When the honey is fully cured, reduced from 80 percent to less than 17 percent water, or from the consistency of sugar water to that of molasses, the bees cap it with wax for storage. There are different sizes of super frames. A full seven-inch-deep one is a tasty seven-pound liquid slab of stored honey veneered in wax.

The bee that delivered the nectar will take a short break, perhaps snacking on honey, then head back out to forage again, making up to thirty such trips a day. If she has found a particularly good nectar source and needs reinforcements, she will dance. Bees perform precisely choreographed dances to communicate fear, alarm, joy, and the locations of food and water. In the joy dance, the forager places her front legs on the back of another available bee and shakes her abdomen in a kind of bee conga. The interior of the hive is dark and crowded, so the dance is more of a jubilant mosh pit, with participants communicating through touch, movement, smell, and sound. Other bees will mimic the mosh movements before flying out to the reported loot.

Honeybees live for about six weeks on this diet of nectar and hard physical labor. Throughout this lifetime, their contributions to the community are dictated by their age. From the moment they are hatched, young bees go to work as custodians, cleaning up their own larval debris from the brood cells. In their first twenty-one days, they remain within the hive, working as carpenters, guards, and nurses. They help feed and clean the queen, build new comb, nurse the larvae, cure honey, and take sentry shifts protecting the entryway. Some work on the air-conditioning system of the colony by fanning their wings at the entrance or distributing water to the warmer realms of the hive. Finally, young bees take brief orientation flights outside to familiarize themselves with the local landmarks and plant nectaries. At the ripe middle age of three weeks, the bees leave the nest to forage, and from then on their lives can be measured in distance. Five hundred miles of toil and flight take a heavy toll. With torn and tattered wings and exhausted bodies, they wear out and die after about twenty days outside. Always gracious, economical, and neat, worker bees usually take a final flight and expire away from the hive.

Hundreds of bees die on any given day, but just as many or more are born to continue the endless work of the family. In the height of summer, up to 60,000 adult bees live in a single colony. About half of these are older foraging bees laboring in fields and flowers, while the other half are newer bees working inside the hive, tending to 35,000 young in various stages of development. Although the lives of the worker bees are fleeting and expendable, the queen lives for up to several years and is the beekeeper’s (and the hive’s) most important investment. She is often a mail-order bride, arriving in an overnight envelope stamped “livestock” on the front from a queen wholesaler. Within the envelope is a screened wooden cage containing the queen, a food supply, and an entourage of five or six helpers. Many honey farmers replace their royalty each or every other year, ordering fresh young queens by the case to ensure youthfully robust fertility.

The alternative to the mail-order method is for the colony to create its own queen. If her attendants sense that they need a new leader—because the old one is dead, unwell, or not laying in a proper royal manner—they can grow a replacement. To do this, they construct special wax cells around seven or eight existing fertilized eggs, creating oblong armored incubators that resemble small peanuts. The female eggs and larvae in these cells are slathered almost continuously with royal jelly, a vitamin-rich hormonal goo secreted by the worker bees. After about two weeks of this spa treatment, a new monarch emerges from one of the queen cells and goes directly to the other peanut cells to sting and kill her erstwhile competitors, who may have been only minutes behind her in the race to hatch and claim the crown. Then, as one of her first royal duties, the new queen often unceremoniously murders her poor ailing mother. Sometimes she lets the queen mum stay, stripped of her crown and relegated to a neglected corner of the hive.

The victorious queen enjoys her new status, virginally, for about six days. Then she embarks on her only adventure outside of the hive. Leaving the nest, she soars high into the air to mate. Male bees have been waiting for this opportunity, and as many as ten will have the aerial pleasure of ejaculating a total of three to eight million spermatozoa into the royal oviducts. Her daylong honeymoon complete, the queen then returns to the hive. As the only fertilized female, she will spend the rest of her life confined to the nest laying up to 1,500 eggs a day. Royalty’s is not always a life of ease.

The queen determines the sex of her offspring by parceling out the sperm from her maiden flight. Fertilized eggs become female worker bees. Eggs that remain unfertilized become drones. Every colony is different, but in the active season most house between 500 and 1,000 drones and 50,000 to 60,000 workers, making the average hive about 99 percent female. This female population performs all of the work of the hive. Males, or drones, can’t fly well, and they don’t gather food, clean, sting, secrete wax, or care for the young. When not gorging on pilfered honey in the nest, the males occasionally make sorties to locations known as drone-congregating areas. If they detect the pheromones of a virgin queen, they pursue her. A few succeed in mating with her, but those lucky few die soon afterward, their barbed genitals having broken off during copulation.

Except for the (dead) stud drones, males are useless to the hive, especially in commercial apiaries, where queens arrive already fertilized. With a fertile monarch in residence, the female worker bees persecute the drones by withholding food and sometimes gnawing off their wings and legs in an effort to evict them. Most go willingly and die outside in a few days’ time. Reluctant adult males and drone larvae are often dragged to the entrance of the hive and dramatically pushed out. By the fall, when nectar resources are scarce, no male freeloaders are left in the colony. The queen, abundantly fertile and dutifully laying her eggs, does not seem to care.
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Drawings of the queen, drone, and worker from the 1889 edition of Langstroth on the Hive and the Honey Bee.
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Figure seven (from a 1748 book) depicts a queen cell.

 

While Smiley drives to his second yard of the day, queens in the Howard’s Creek hives will lay hundreds of eggs. A thousand sips of nectar will be converted to honey on tiny extended tongues. Bright orange and yellow loaves of pollen will be delivered to storage cells. Pupae will hatch, adult workers will die, and drones will be dragged to the door. Young bees will make their first flights from the hives, and older workers will do a dance and follow them out into the world.

Smiley’s jaunt ends at an isolated beeyard situated fifteen feet from the brownish green water of the river. As he watches, bees exit the hives in the shady yard and travel into the swamp—no doubt, like him, checking to see if the tupelo nectar has arrived. For them it is an annual succulent feast; for him, a small fortune in honey.

 

For as long as beekeepers have understood that honey comes from flowering plants, they have devised ways to get as close to the source as possible. Ancient Egyptians, like Wewahitchkans, were accomplished beekeepers and built floating apiaries to collect nectar from up and down the river Nile. Centuries later, in 1740, the French traveler Benoist de Maillet noted that in October the beekeepers of Lower Egypt sent their hives on barges up the Nile to where it was warmer and the seasons changed sooner. As the procession floated downriver, bees were released from their hives to collect the nectar nearby. When the flowers in those pastures were exhausted, the barges were moved a few miles farther south, keeping up with the nectar flow. By the time the rafts arrived back in Cairo in the beginning of February, they had boatloads of honey for sale in the urban market.

Pliny the Elder, the first-century Roman scholar and author of the massive Natural History, observed similar practices in northern Italy and Spain:

Hostilia is a village on the River Padus. When their food supply fails in this region, the local people put the hives on boats and carry them 5 miles upriver by night. At dawn the bees come out, feed, and return every day to the boats, whose position alters until such time as they have settled low in the water, under the very weight of the honey-an indication that the hives are full. They are then taken back to Hostilia and the honey is extracted. In Spain the locals transport the hives about on mules for a similar reason.


At about the same time, the Greeks were becoming connoisseurs of the nectar of the gods. They observed that the taste of honey varied depending on the source from which it predominantly came. One aficionado wrote: “Thyme yields honey with the best flavor: the next best are Greek savory, wild thyme and marjoram. In the third class, but still of high quality, are rosemary and Italian savory. Tamarisk and the jujube tree have only a mediocre flavor.”

Most Greeks particularly liked the flavor of the honey from the thyme-covered slopes of Mount Hymettus, near Athens. Attic thyme honey was thought to be the most desirable in ancient Greece, and beekeepers competed for the right to maintain hives on the mountain. There are said to have been twenty thousand stocks of bees there at the time of Pericles—about 400 B.C. The mountain was so crowded with hives and itinerant beekeepers that Solon, the great Athenian legislator, passed a law mandating a distance of 300 feet between one set of hives and the next. Plato bemoaned the deterioration of the land by excessive beekeeping, referring to “mountains in Attica which can now support nothing but bees.”

From Attica to Wewahitchka, specialty honeys have been produced through savvy, strategic placement of hives. On the Apalachicola until about twenty years ago, barges and permanent hive platforms were frequently used to gain access to the abundance within the swamp. When the tupelo flow started, beekeepers loaded hives onto boats and took them deep into the swamp or ferried them out to wooden river platforms on stilts that could hold hundreds of colonies. From these movable hive cities, the bees gorged on the tupelo forest. In 1878, a Chicago honey dealer built a barge to reap the nectar up and down the Mississippi River. The American Bee Journal described the floating bee metropolis:

The hives stand in four walls, five hives one above the other, nearly the whole length of the boat, about 250 hives in each line. The walls of colonies on the right side and the left side have openings for the bees to come out on the water front; a space of two feet between the hives and the guards answers for a gallery and for the bee man to walk on in front of the hives. In the middle of the boat there are two walls of colonies, 250 hives in each, facing an inner court six feet in width. The bees from these colonies reach the open air through the sky line opening in the roof above the court. Between the first and second rows of hives from the outside there is an aisle three feet in width, for the convenience of handling the hives and the honey. The distance from the barge deck to the roof over the colonies is fifteen feet. The space below the deck is ten feet in width and about seven feet high, and is to be used for sleeping apartments, making and repairing hives, handling and extracting honey and putting it in marketable shape. The dining room and cooking will be on the steamer that tows the bee fleet.


In Britain in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, flowering heather was a preferred honey source. Records show that those who lived “within perambulation” of the heather were allowed to keep hives there. In 1786, T. Wildman wrote in his book On Shifting the Abodes of Bees, “If there is heath at a convenient distance, the hives being carried thither would considerably lengthen the season of collecting this honey.” Hives at that time would have been transported on mules, carts, specially adapted wheelbarrows, or the beekeeper’s back. Cars and trucks have made the modern migration considerably easier.
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A riverboat headed south to Florida in the 1920s. Its load of beehives can be seen stacked at the end of the ramp.

Maps from Wildman’s day indicate several “bee gardens,” or encampments of hives, near water, sun, heather, and other choice flowers and trees. These gardens were often in large estates or royal hunting preserves, where the building of walls and enclosures was strictly forbidden, so, like prospectors staking a valuable claim, beekeepers frequently camped out next to their hives to secure the location and the nectar flow and protect it from competitors and predators. In Austria in 1760, the Empress Maria Theresa, a fan of all things bee-related, enacted a law forbidding any molestation of “temporary apiaries” or of the beekeepers camped nearby.

Honey enthusiasts did not always have to chase, barge to, or camp out by the nectar. Often they brought bees and sources closer to home, placing hives in domestic gardens and orchards, where the plantings could be varied in order to please their bees and their own palates. The Roman author Varro wrote of two brothers whose father had left them “only a small villa and a bit of land…. They had built an apiary entirely around the villa, and kept a garden.” Varro then lists the flowering plants that the brothers raised in the garden in order to produce honey to their taste. In his 1618 book A New Orchard and Garden, William Lawson of London suggested placing hives next to lavender plants in the garden so as to produce “a most-fine lavender-flavored honey.”

Honeybees, like the tupelo of which they are so fond, are not native to North America. They were introduced to the colonies by Lawson’s countrymen and by Spanish missionaries early in the seventeenth century. There were probably bees on the Mayflower when it arrived, although there is no record of it, but a year later, in 1621, the Council of Virginia Company in London wrote to the governor of Virginia of another vessel: “We have by this ship … sent you divers sorte of seed and fruit trees, as also Pidgeons, connies (rabbits), Peacocks and beehives, as you shall by the invoice perceive: the preservation and encrease whereof we recommend to you.” Native North Americans at that time had never seen bees or honey and had no words for them. John Elliot, the New England Puritan pastor who was translating the Bible into native dialects for the Algonquin and Cherokee tribes (in hopes of converting them), is credited with giving them some, describing bees as “white man’s flies.” Whether the Indians converted to Christianity or not, they soon became devotees of the white man’s flies and the delicious liquid they produced. To the south, in Central America and Mexico, natives had been enjoying honey from a local species of stingless bee for centuries, but that weaponless wonder had stayed in the comfort of the tropics, leaving the colder, uncomfortable North to be populated by the European man’s flies. Colonies of these bees migrated gradually south along with the settlers, and by 1763, William Bar-tram reported that bees had been imported to Pensacola (about an hour from Wewahitchka) by the English, who took possession of Florida from the Spanish that year.

 

In Europe and later in North America, large landowners did not rob the bees themselves but allowed others to do it on payment of certain amounts of honey and wax. Like these beekeepers before him, Smiley leases his yards and o.ers honey as payment. Most of Smiley’s lessors are grateful for the honey and the valuable cross-pollination that comes with the arrangement. Raw local honey is excellent currency, whatever the transaction. When a repairman came to fix my garage door so that I could get to my beekeeping equipment, he suggested a reduced fee in cash combined with a bottle of honey as payment in full. Smiley secures some of his locations with additional cash payments, guaranteeing that he gets his preferred sites every year. Yards that are secluded yet accessible, close to the tupelo trees, and reasonably close to town are at a premium. Local beekeepers know where the best locations are, who owns them, and who leases them. They swap stories and statistics about the yards as if they were discussing athletes and batting averages. Smiley is standing in his star player, his best and most expensive yard, which he leases for $600 and a gallon of tupelo a year. On this 600-square-foot patch of prime waterfront real estate, his bees camp and forage in the midst of thousands of tupelo trees. From the sixty-four hives placed here for three weeks of a good flow, he could harvest about eight barrels, or eight to nine thousand dollars’ worth, of tupelo honey.

As he surveys the yard, calmly obsessing about his bees, he is calculating tupelo buds, hive yields, transportation times, and, as always, the weather. If the weather doesn’t cooperate, his harvest could be halved. “Too much rain can end a tupelo flow in just a few minutes,” Smiley observes, pulling pensively on his thin mustache.

Too little rain can have the same effect. It has been a very dry spring so far, and as a result fewer flowers have blossomed, and have blossomed later, reducing the forage for his workers. Drier conditions also mean less sugar in the nectar and a less flavorful honey. When it’s very hot, as it has been, the bees lounge around the hive, rallying to work only in the cool mornings and late afternoons. “When it’s too hot, those bees don’t hardly work at all,” says Smiley with a shrug. “And they eat what they take.” After two years of perfect conditions and bumper tupelo crops, this one doesn’t look promising. The next few days will tell. He never knows for sure until the blossoms open and the bees bring home their first sweet report.

Overhead, dark clouds gather as Smiley inspects the tupelo branches, spying the same hard green buds he saw on Howard’s Creek Road. The forecast here looks about the same as it did back there: three days. In the next seventy-two hours he has to finish inspecting all the current yards, extract many tons of red honey, move 700 mature colonies to the dozen or so tupelo yards, mend some hives, clean the honey house, and maybe get a few hours of sleep. He’ll probably dream about bees, since during the harvest season, he regularly dreams about bees and honey. Visions of oysters, timber, or criminals from his other jobs never made it into his slumber, but for years now he’s been dreaming about bees as if tending them in his sleep.

He dons his veil and does a quick hive inspection, using the smoke left over from Howard’s Creek. These colonies look right on schedule, ripe with bees and ready for the flow. This is the calm before the tupelo. He takes a moment to enjoy the low lullaby hum of the beeyard before climbing back into the truck. From the budding treetops to the white boxes to the mirrored calm of the swamp, he gives the tableau one final admiring glance, then heads home for lunch. He’s daydreaming about his bees and a magnificent harvest as the first drops of rain splatter against the windshield.
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