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Origins of the Honey Bee In America 

By: Kaylie Withrow 

 

Picture yourself in the mid-1600s. You are boarding an extremely cramped ship 

travelling to the Americas and can only bring a few things with you, so not to further 

crowd the place. You bring the essentials that you and your family will need on your 



journey to the New World, and are able to take one more item. What do you choose? 

Several colonists had to make this choice in their real lives, and their object of choice was 

a beehive. 

In colonial times, honey bees were shipped to the New World with the settlers. 

“Colonies of honey bees were [stored] in wooden boxes, straw skeps, pottery vessels, and 

other containers,” basically anything they came across that would be efficient, cheap, and 

safe for them to ship and store their honey bees in.
1 

For years, they transported the bees in 

straw skeps, that is, until they deemed them inefficient.
2 

“Most colonists kept a single 

insulated skep throughout the winter.”
2
 “A few seasons later, in the late summer, they 

would kill the bees and harvest the honey.”
2
 Once the colonists were introduced to the 

idea of wooden hive boxes, realizing that they would no longer have to kill their bees 

each summer to harvest the honey, they began to use them as quickly as they could.
2 

Shipping the bees from one place to another was difficult, whether by land or by sea.
3 

Since the trips usually lasted a few months, it was very difficult to keep the bees alive for 

that long.
3
 As you may know, the settlers had very limited space to bring their supplies 

with them, so if honey bees made the cut, they must have been extremely important. 

In the 17
th

-18
th

 centuries, beeswax was a main export.
4 

“The total amount of 

beeswax exported from Virginia in 1730 was 156 quintals, equal to 156,000 kilograms, or 

about 343,900 pounds.”
4
 This amount, averaged amongst the amount of people living in 

Virginia, came to a total of “20 pounds of honey and 2 pounds of wax” harvested per 

person.
4 

That means in 1730, 171,950 hives were harvested simply for exportation 

purposes alone.
4
 As you can tell, exporting honey and beeswax were some of the main 

goals of owning honey bees in colonial times, but there were other reasons as well. If 



beeswax and honey were being exported to other parts of the world, who’s to say that the 

farmers weren’t keeping some for themselves? In fact, “many farmers and villagers kept 

a few colonies of bees in box hives to supply their own needs and those of some friends, 

relatives, and neighbors.”
1 

All in all, honey bees were kept in hives to produce honey and 

beeswax. Then, the colonists either tended to sell it or use it themselves. Nowadays, our 

reasoning behind maintaining beehives have changed a bit, as well as the role honey bees 

play in our lives, compared to the settlers’. 

It is still true that we maintain beehives today to gain the benefits – honey and 

beeswax, but that isn’t all.
5 

In addition to those perks, we are keeping the ecosystem 

safe.
6  

“‘By keeping just one hive you are immediately introducing 50,000 pollinators into 

an urban area,’” which means that a considerable amount of plants will be able to be 

pollinated.
6
 This is where we begin to differ from the colonists’ uses for beekeeping. 

Where they mainly kept bees for money and food, (and although we do that as well,) 

today we mainly need bees to keep our ecosystem healthy.
7
 Without bees, we are 

incapable of pollinating bountiful sums of plants.
7 

 “Many [of them] are entirely 

dependent on particular kinds of bees for their reproduction,” meaning that if we do not 

have bees, we do not have those plants.
7 

Pollination is the main reason why we are so 

dependent upon bees in modern times.
7
 If we want to keep our ecosystem at its peak, we 

are going to have to keep bees as healthy and safe as we are capable of. 

If the settlers hadn’t shipped bees to the Americas, or across the Americas, we 

wouldn’t have any bees today. Bees have had a big impact on our society for centuries, 

whether we realize it or not. If the settlers had not exported beeswax and honey, they 

would not have had any money, and we might have turned out as a poor country. If the 



settlers had not cared about bees, we wouldn’t have some of the plants we know and love 

today. If the settlers had not thought bees were important, they would not have brought 

them. So, imagine that you are still that person about to board the ship setting sail to the 

New World. Knowing what you know now, what would you bring with you? 
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