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Products of the Hive. 

    
Picture Courtesy Sarah Rapley          Picture Courtesy Paul Abbott 

Honey. 

The harvesting of honey is the main reason why most people take up beekeeping but as the 

bee’s importance as a plant pollinator is being realised, some are taking up the hobby to help 

with their conservation. 

Honeybees do not collect honey but process it from the nectar collected on their many trips to 

flowers. Bees can travel up to seven miles in search of nectar. They forage for pollen and nectar 

in most weather conditions but never in wet weather.  

Warning: Honey should not be given to children under 18 months old. Endospores in it can 

transform into toxin-producing bacteria in the infant’s immature intestinal tract. This may lead 

to illness or even death, but this is very rare.   

Pollen. 

 

Honeybees need to eat protein (pollen) and carbohydrates (honey) and also need warmth to 

produce the wax. Whilst collecting pollen or nectar they also inadvertently do the very 

important job of pollination which is crucial for flowering plants. Pollen grains from flowers 

that attract bees or other insects are always present in honey. Grasses, cereals and some trees  
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are not always pollinated by bees, but masses of pollen are blown from plant to plant by the 

wind and may accidentally be collected. 

By taking a teaspoon of honey each day, you expose yourself to small doses of all these 

different pollens and this will gradually de-sensitise you to pollen allergy responses. 

It takes time to build up resistance to allergies so you should start at least six months before the 

start of the hay fever season possibly about October in the UK. You will not gain any benefit if 

you wait until symptoms start appearing. However consult your GP if you have any concerns. 

You may be able to arrange allergy tests to see if you are sensitive to flower or grass pollens. If 

you are sensitive to the latter, then honey therapy may not have much effect. Also check with 

your GP if you have symptoms of strong histamine reactions (e.g. skin conditions or asthma), a 

history of problems with your immune 

system or you are taking medication that 

may have compromised your immune 

system. If you are diabetic, you will have to 

allow for the sugar content of honey but the 

amount of honey ingested (at one 

teaspoonful) per day is small. 

The study of pollen and pollen spores in raw 

honey can determine floral sources of honey. 

Every plant has its own distinctive colour 

and shape of pollen grains. Pollen can 

survive for millions of years. Forensic 

scientists use pollen to help with crime 

investigation. 

 

Propolis. 

Propolis [or bee glue] was used in folk 

medicine as early as 300 BC for medical and 

cosmetic purposes, and as an anti-

inflammatory and wound-healing agent. 

The earliest historical record of propolis 

dates back to the time of Hippocrates 

(around the year 460BC) Hippocrates used 

propolis for a variety of ailments, including 

ulcers and treatment of wounds.  It was so 

effective as a salve that it was standard 

practice to use it to treat wounds during 

ancient wars. 
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Egyptians used propolis mixed with honey and other resins to mummify their pharaohs 

preserving them, as far as possible, for the next life. 

Medicinal properties ascribed to Propolis. Antimicrobial, anti-inflammatory, antibacterial, 

antifungal, antiviral, anticarcinogenic, antioxidant, local anesthetic properties and stimulates  

the immune system. 

Propolis medicinal treatments: Ulcers, open wounds, headaches, sore throat, colds, sinus and 

eczema amongst others. It is now seen as a beneficial natural food supplement 

Beeswax. 
Many architects, engineers and mathematicians have 

studied honeycomb. They found that hexagon (six-

sided) shaped cells are the strongest possible shape that 

could have been used by honeybees. Hexagon shaped 

cells give maximum storage space & take less wax to 

build than other shapes. 

The wax for the comb is made inside a worker bee’s 

body in wax glands. There are four pairs of glands that 

open on the underside of the bee’s body. Each gland 

produces a flat, oval, nearly transparent wax scale. 

Bee Collecting Wax [Courtesy Paul Abbott]. 

The size of a scale is about 3 mm across and 0.1 mm 

thick. 1100 are required to make a gram of wax. 

 Honeycomb is constructed with cells on both sides but 

the cells on either side are offset, or not exactly 

opposite each other. The offset gives strength. 

The cells are tilted backwards to prevent honey leaking 

out. 

 

Beekeepers use wooden frames in a bee hive to hold 

wax comb foundation sheets which have starter cells 

pressed into them. They are also wired to give extra 

strength, which you can see more clearly in the top 

super frame. 

Honey bees would build comb in a frame without the 

foundation but it would not be straight and perfect. This 

would cause problems when checking the bees and 

honey would not be easy to extract. 
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The worker bees build up this 

foundation until they have the size 

of cells that they need.  

This is a super foundation frame 

built up to store honey. 

 

 

Wax darkens with age due to bees walking all over it and more particularly with brood comb 

when they line the cells before the queen lays her eggs. 

   
 Freshly Drawn Comb             Old Drawn Comb 

 

Wax makers eat about 8 lbs of honey to make 1 lb of beeswax. 

1 lb beeswax, containing about 450,000 wax scales which will provide enough wax to make 

35,000 hexagonal cells that can store 22 lb of honey. 

Preparing Beeswax for Competition. 

 

 
 

Watch this video for a comprehensive guide to prepare beeswax for your honey show: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VsoQWCiLdtk  8.53 mins 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VsoQWCiLdtk
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Honey Extraction. 
The beekeeper encourages overproduction of honey within the hive so that the excess can be 

taken without endangering the bees.  Honeybees store nectar in cells and ripen it by removing 

the moisture and when the moisture level is to their satisfaction, they seal it off with impervious 

wax (capping). No air or additional moisture can now get into the honey. 

Honey is stored in the ‘super’ frames and when the supers are full of capped honey they are 

ready for extraction but before bringing them home the bees must be removed. Various 

methods are used to remove bees but the simplest is to gently brush the bees off the frames. 

De-Capping  

At home one frame is removed from a super and the wax cappings can be removed with  

 

  

 

 

A warmed knife      or uncapping fork.      

The uncapped frame is placed immediately 

into the extractor.  

Sometimes if the honey has set solid in the 

frame then the only option is to heat it gently 

and separate the wax from the honey when 

cooled and the wax has solidified. Extracted 

frames are usually given back to the bees for 

them to clean out the last remnants of honey. 

 

 

 

Extracting and filtering  

Uncapped frames are placed into an extractor 

which spins at a fairly high speed, slinging 

the honey out of the comb.  

 

This 10 frame extractor is being manually operated by Sarah Rapley. 
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Above is a 10 Frame Radial Extractor in rapid motion. Remember when the frames are full, to 

gradually build up to this speed so that the initial forces involved do not destroy the comb. 

 

This is 4 Frame Tangential Motorised Extractor. 

The bottom drain valve is open so that as the honey is 

spun out of the combs it runs down the sides and through 

the open valve into a course strainer and into the 40kg tank 

bellow.  

This will remove wax particles and 

other hive debris but if you want to 

sell or show your honey you will 

need to filter for a 2
nd

 time through 

fine muslin.  

The honey may require heating to 

about 60 deg C to get the honey to 

flow through the muslin cloth.  

 

 

 

Leaving it to stand in this 40 Kg settling tank for 24+ 

hours will allow all the air bubbles to rise to the surface 

before bottling. 

The last few jars will contain this surface ‘froth’ and are 

best used for home consumption, rather than spending 

time skimming it off. 

This is where all the hard work, stings and expense are 

worth it to see the honey start flowing with its wonderful 

smell and colour!! 
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Bottling 

 

 

   Bottling this year’s spring honey crop. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Honey is poured into clean jars and sealed with a lid. Labels are usually added with a tamper 

proof label. Bottles and labels are expensive so allow for this when pricing your honey. 

Alternatively it can be stored in 15lb or 

30lb buckets for bottling later. 

 

These containers are also useful for 

heating the honey in a warming cabinet 

so that the honey can be finely filtered 

through muslin cloth. 
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Crystallization. 

Most honey will become hard over time. This is normal and does not mean the honey is bad but 

simply crystallized. This can be remedied easily by leaving a jar in warm water for a while or 

by placing jars in a warming cabinet. Care must be taken not to overheat as this could destroy 

precious elements within honey. Honey does not need to be refrigerated and can be kept at 

room temperature forever without spoiling. 

An Old Fridge Used as a Warming Cabinet. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cleaning up  

Extracting is a messy and time consuming job, finished off by cleaning all the equipment that 

was used. One drop of honey on the floor soon gets tracked all over the place but fortunately 

honey cleans up very quickly with water. Change the water regularly and you may need to 

clean some areas several times to get rid of the stickiness. 

Preparing Honey & Other Entries for Competition. 

 
Click on the link below from the North Bucks Beekeepers Association web site for how to 

prepare entries for showing: 

http://www.nbbka.org/honey/honeyShow/preparation.aspx 

 

Contributions to this article from John Farrow, Sarah Rapley, Paul Abbott, 

Ruislip Beekeepers & N.Bucks Beekeepers. 

http://www.nbbka.org/honey/honeyShow/preparation.aspx

