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Traditional cylindrical Syrian beehives

A project to help beekeepers re-establish their activities

Beekeeping in Syria
Rosemary Berry (Founder, ‘A Village in Syria’)
with an introduction by Richard Ridler, Chairman, Bees Abroad

T

he history of beekeeping in
Syria is well documented over
an exceptionally long period.
Syria was once part of the land of Canaan.
The book of Exodus in the Old Testament
tells us of a place ‘flowing with milk and
honey’. Milk and honey are, of course, the
only two foods eaten by man that do not
require animals to be killed and they are
both Kosher.
The Book of Medicines, written in the
ancient Syriac language between 323 and
284 BC, includes remedies in which bees
or hives were treated variously with wine,
milk, children’s urine, ass’s dung, liver of the
white falcon and the eye of a bear. These
prescriptions show that hive beekeeping
existed in Syria at that time. What were
these maladies of bees?
The manna (from Heaven), referred to
in the Bible and described as tasting like a
honey wafer, may well have been honeydew
from the tamarisk tree. It would probably
have made a fine honeydew honey.
The propolis we all know and love and
which sticks up our hives, is closely related to
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frankincense and myrrh, both of which are
the aromatic resins of Mediterranean trees.
I wonder how closely the Three Wise Men
came to selecting Gold, Frankincense and
Propolis? They would almost certainly have
known about the healing powers of propolis.

Bees and Hives
Syria has its very own strain of honey bee,
Apis mellifera syriaca, which is said to be
very gentle, well adapted to drought and
not requiring feeding for winter. Where they
have been crossed with Italian and Carniolan
bees, in the hope of increasing yields, they
have become aggressive and do require
feeding for winter.
Traditionally, Syrian hives were either
horizontal cylinders or of a conical shape.
They were made of dried mud or fired
clay. The hives were opened at the back
to harvest honey combs and were stacked
together, as in the photograph, to provide
protection from the heat of the sun.
Bees either built comb across or along the
hive. Many beekeepers believed that the two
types of comb were built by different types of

bees. The first type, transverse combs, were
the most convenient for the beekeeper and
the structure was ensured by fixing a few
combs in an empty hive using forked sticks.
Before the current war, which started in
2011, some 20% of hives were still of the
traditional types and 80% were modern
framed hives. The price of honey was always
relatively very high, with thyme honey
fetching £16 per kg.
[I am indebted to Eva Crane for much of the
information about the history of beekeeping
in Syria which is gleaned from her book, The
World History of Beekeeping and Honey
Hunting. Richard Ridler.]

A Village in Syria
The devastating and tragic war in Syria has
brought normal life to a standstill and with
it beekeeping. Much equipment has been
destroyed and the skills of beekeeping lost in
many places, due to so much displacement.
Our charity ‘A Village in Syria’ was set up
to help one particular village. In November
2013, the village had a population of 200
adults and 300 children. We received a
www.bee-craft.com
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The main house in the village where 62 people lived when the temperature fell to –17 ºC

message, in effect asking for help, when
they were already looking after 8000
Internally Displaced People (IDP). It was
difficult to comprehend how they could
provide even the most basic of resources
for these people. However, they did and
the numbers increased to 8500. The most
valuable thing they could offer was land
for shelters and tents in a fairly secure
location. The village had neither oil fields nor
monuments and was very isolated.
However, the dangers were constant and
we were able to send some money. Money
for food was not our priority, except initially,
when temperatures dropped to -17 ºC
and again, last winter, when the elderly or
disabled were stranded without transport,
food, heating oil or blankets.

was all but forgotten – except by me. As I
gazed at the photos I had taken in 2005, I
thought ‘What about beekeeping?’
The villagers had struggled through
2014–15, bravely building a second
polytunnel, again donated by Lush.

The Charity
The charity ‘A Village in Syria’ seeks to
show compassion to Syrians affected
by the war and, where possible, to help
those left in ‘The Village’ to remain there.
We have sent £12,500 so far, supported
by community fundraising and Lush. Our
counterparts are the elders of The Village.
It is the elders of the village who have
requested our help with re-establishing
beekeeping. The price of honey is now even
higher than before the war because of its
scarcity. Our immediate target is to provide
sufficient money for five hives plus bees
and essential equipment. Please help us reestablish beekeeping in the village. ♠

Projects and Disaster
We have concentrated on projects. The
first was a school tent for the 4700 children
under 14; then a polytunnel for fruit and
vegetables (both funded by Lush, our
corporate sponsor). We fund-raised for two
water pumps to improve drinking water and
sanitation. But then disaster struck. So-called
Islamic State took Mosul; the IDP decided to
leave the isolated village and make their way
to Turkey or Iraq–Kurdistan.
The villagers went into recovery mode, only
to be told that they, too, must leave. They
scattered. The family we had contact with
went to Iraq–Kurdistan and lived in tough
conditions, with a house but without food.
They were away for five months, during
which time we had received an SOS from
a local man who had visited the village and
found 34 elderly or disabled who had refused
to leave, along with two young carers.

some second-hand sewing machines, fabric
and threads. We hope it is going well.
Beekeeping could be equally successful.
We have Bees Abroad as our mentors. There
are two sets of protective clothing and some
know-how in the village. Five people – men
and women – would like to re-train. It is
felt a new style of hive would be best, one
made from wood. There is a big market into
which they can sell their products.
Our quest was inspired by the story of
Rebecca Marshall, 25, ‘The world’s first
apprentice bee farmer’ (The Independent,
11 July 2015). It is a road well-trodden, since
the days of milk and honey in the land of
Canaan. If we can help this village get back
on its feet and restore livelihoods, it can
inspire other villages, in Syria and elsewhere.

How You Can Help

Delighted by our idea of a sewing
workshop, they expressed their happiness
at something ‘they wanted to do’. They
wanted to share their dress-making skills
and thought they might be able to sell
garments into nearby Turkey. Now they have

To make a donation please go to the
website: http://avillageinsyria.org or post a
cheque, payable to ‘A Village in Syria’, to
15 Cowper Close, Whitstable, Kent CT5 2NS.
To find out more about Bees Abroad, to
join or support this charity, please visit its
website www.beesabroad.org.uk or contact
us at info@beesabroad.org.uk

There is no running water in the houses. It is obtained from a tap in the street

Beekeeping Not Forgotten
In these terrible conditions, beekeeping
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