The Rise of the Rooftop Apiary
by M.E.A. McNeil
Rooftop beekeeping, once just a logistical solution, is proving to have
environmental, educational and economic advantages.
Rooftop hives have been thought of as a novel curiosity -- a last refuge for beekeepers without two square
feet of terra firma. Perhaps so, but rooftop apiaries are proving to have advantages over their country cousins. And,
in the way that the hobby of rooftop pigeon raising came to play a crucial role in World War II, rooftop beekeeping
is becoming part of the struggle to sustain bees and the environment.
The bees are down, and interest in local food is up; urban agriculture is creating value for both city bees
and pollinated city gardens. Cities have diverse forage over a long growing season, allowing bees to gather the
variety of pollens that they need. Unlike agricultural mono-crops cityscapes can provide the range of nutrients required for the development of winter bees. And city window boxes and small garden plots are less likely to be
sprayed with pesticides. Tests of French honey found fewer chemical traces in city honey than in some from rural
areas.
Some rooftop beekeepers say that their bees fly longer in the day than those in the countryside. A fair
guess as to how that could be true is that streets and roofs provide a heat sink, making cities as much as 10 degrees
warmer than open land.
Rooftop beekeepers, particularly those on historic buildings, are
selling their honey above boutique prices. Some apiaries enhance commercial
ventures, and others involve their communities by providing revenue,
education, and fun. Others simply provide fascination and pleasure for their
keepers.
The most famous modern rooftop bees are those in the heart of Paris,
high above the marble façade of the Palais Garnier, the Paris opera house.
More than 25 years ago, Jean Paucton, who worked in props, stowed a hive on
the roof until he could move it to the country. To his surprise, his hive filled
quickly with honey. The bees had abundant forage from the chestnut trees on
the Champs Elysées, the linden trees of the Palais Royal, dozens of species
from the presidential palace gardens and flower-filled balconies -- all the way
to the Tuilleries Gardens and the 116 acres of the Père-Lachaise cemetery.
From April to October there is something in bloom -- a wider range of plants
than a comparable area in the countryside, which in agricultural areas is heavily
sprayed.
Paucton knows of two dozen or so rooftop beekeepers now thriving in
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Revolution, when Europeans migrated to cities to find work and brought their
bees along.
As Paucton’s legend grows, he is said to suit up and climb to the opera rooftop three times a week at
lunch-time to smoke his bees – although none but a novice beekeeper would be so intrusive. Paucton knows his
craft, which he learned at the rucher école, hive school, at the Jardin du Luxembourg where beekeeping has been
taught since 1856.
André Lemaire, a beekeeping instructor at the Jardin du Luxembourg, says of the city bees: “They can go
to work earlier in the morning and return later at night,” and are two to three times more productive than their rural
kin. That may account for Paucton’s harvest, which he says is over 200 pounds of honey from each of his five
hives. Even at that, he cannot keep up with the demand for his intensely floral “Opera Honey,” which is sold in the
opera shop and Fauchon’s, the famous food emporium, at US$12 for a 125 gram jar -- less than 4.5 ounces (which
comes to about $44 a pound). But the great reward for Paucton is that beekeeping has taught him: “I was a bit hot
tempered, but I’ve learned respect and calm and patience.
The London hives at Fortnum and Mason, purveyor of fine foods to royalty, are housed at what the host
calls a “superior domicile” – the roof of the store at 181 Picadilly, high above Mayfair, overlooking the Tower of
London. “They visit the grounds, gardens and squares of the best addresses in London, gathering rather superior
nectar,” according to Fortnum. Although the first year’s gathering has not been so superior, there is no argument
on the real estate, as the bees forage St. James’s Palace, Kensington Gardens, and Buckingham Palace’s 42 acre
private garden.
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Bees on the roof at the upscale London food emporium Fortnum and Mason live in elegant hives
styled in Roman, Gothic, Chinese and Mughal motifs.
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Beekeeper Steve Benbow, a casual contrast to the formally dressed footmen at the door, has installed four
colonies of Carniolan bees. The elegant hives are designed by Jonathan Miller the sweet grocery buyer (a title
Americans would take to refer to his temperament). Each hive has a different arched façade styled in Roman,
Gothic, Chinese or Mughal design, which Fortnum’s describes as “triumphal.”
Indeed, a triumphal harvest was expected from London’s abundant chestnut and lime trees. Over 125
pounds per hive was the estimated prediction. The British Beekeepers’ Association echoes the observation that city
bees generally bring in more honey because of ample
food and warmer temperatures. But “Fortnum’s Bees’
Superior Honey” is in less than short supply this season,
and Fortnam’s lays the blame on “British weather.” The
prospective upscale honey buyer is regretfully informed
that “we will be unable to provide you with a jar this
season,” but there is a reservation list for 2009. The
honey is priced at £10 for a 227 gram jar (which comes
to about $30 a pound).
Benbow has 17 other rooftop hives and
estimates that there are several hundred in London.
On the other side of the Thames, a hive atop
the Royal Festival Hall overlooks the London Eye and
Big Ben. It managed to yield 12 pounds of honey this
year, but more importantly for its keeper, John Chapple,
chair of the London Beekeepers’ Association, it
provided amusement and education to the city and A lottery for honey from the hive on the roof of the Royal
Festival Hall in London benefits Bees for Development.
beyond.

Photo: copyright Royal Festival Hive

Cables were run down from the roof of the Royal Festival hive so that people could listen to the bees inside.
Reactions ranged from calmed to terrified. A tape can be heard at the hive’s website.
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The hive is shaped to resemble the hall beneath it. In the tradition of that famous performing space, it has
attracted to the roof celebrations of the bee in poetry and song. A blog for the rooftop hive has clips of some of
these paeans and is a lot of fun: Listen to the buzz inside the hive, as visiting children have. Watch the skillful
opening sequence to John Schlesinger’s 1961 film “Terminus” which shows a bustling crowd of people at
Waterloo Station from a generation ago, pans across the roofs of the city and comes to rest on a rooftop beekeeper
in a business suit pulling a frame, the bees a mirror of the scurrying human swarm at the train station. The site is:
http://royalfestivalhive.typepad.com/my_weblog/2008/09/index.html. (See March 08 at the site for the Schlesinger
film).
Chapple normally sells his London honey for about $13.50 a pound, but this year the Royal Festival Hall
honey was raffled as a fundraiser for Bees for Development, a group that supports indigenous beekeeping around
the world.

John Chapple, chairman of the London Beekeepers’ Association, inspects the rooftop hive
at the Royal Festival Hall in London. A special British treat that day was the sight of their queen.
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A solar panel records the modulations of light interrupted by the beating wings of the bees as they cross
the hive threshold of the hive atop Royal Festival Hall in London.

A Toronto hotel, the Fairmont Royal York, has named the hives on its 13th floor rooftop garden the Honey
Moon Suite, the Royal Sweet, and the V.I.Bee Suite. Nine sister restaurants are supplied with herbs and edible
flowers from the garden. Chef David Garcelon is working with the Toronto Beekeepers’ Cooperative on the
project, and the expectation for the first season’s harvest is high. Garcelon will feature the honey in soups, salads,
pastries and ice cream. “I can’t think of very many ingredients that are more versatile than honey,” he said. The
hotel offers a “B&B Bee Package,” starting at US$180. Daily tours of the roof come with afternoon tea service.
A garden on the roof of the Chicago City Hall has hosted two hives for the last five years. Since
Chicago’s 1995 heatwave caused some 600 heat related deaths, about four million square feet of such gardens have
been planted on public and private rooftops – including the Cultural Center, the Apple store and McDonald’s.
Mayor Richard Daley was inspired by such sites in Germany, built to absorb storm runoff, purify the air, provide
insulation, and help modify heat. Thermal images of the city hall rooftop on a cloudy summer day showed it to be
the same temperature as the air, 74 degrees, while a neighboring black tar roof was 152 degrees.
The municipal Chicago bees forage the half acre garden rooftop and five blocks beyond to the prairie
wildflowers and ornamentals in Mellennium Park along Lake Michigan. Beekeepers Stephanie Averill and
Michael Thompson harvest 100 to 200 pounds of honey from each hive. Clover produces a light yellow-green
honey in the spring, with white aster and goldenrod the main nectar sources for the amber-colored fall crop. The
beekeepers process it in a program at the culinary center of Gallery 37, a city center for youth. “Rooftop Honey:
It’s a Buzz around City Hall” is auctioned or sold in two ounce jars at $2 each ($32 per pound) and limited to two
jars per customer. Proceeds from the project benefit programs at the Chicago Cultural Center.
The pièce de résistance of rooftop bee gardens is Renzo Piano's new Academy of Science in San
Francisco. The building is the largest in the world with the highest rating for sustainability. The 2.5 acre living
roof, which provides insulation, undulates in seven green hillocks – homage to the city’s topography. The live
tapestry that covers it is a dense concentration of 1.7 million native plants of forty species. Native California
pollinator plants were chosen to survive with little water and tolerate ocean salt spray and wind. Among the roof’s
many bee plants are: self-heal (Prunella vulgaris), miniature lupine (Lupinus nanus), and California poppy
(Eschscholzia californica). An open terrace overlooking the roof allows the visitor to watch the bees forage – along
with other pollinators, some of them rare.
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Bees in two hives forage a dense concentration of native wildflowers covering the 2.5 acre
living roof on the new San Francisco Academy of Science. Favorites of the bees are the small
purple flowers of self-heal, miniature lupine, and California poppy .

With a world awakening to the environmental, educational and economic advantages of roof-top
beekeeping, it is surprising that it is illegal in New York City. Section 161.01 of the Health Code has to have been
written by one of those people, familiar to beekeepers, who see a benign swarm and call for rescue from a
near-death experience. The code classifies bees with animals “inclined to do harm” – bears, cougars, and alligators,
not to mention binturongs, sea kraits, and zorilles. That would be amusing if a quick call to 311, the complaint line,
did not put a beekeeper in jeopardy of a $2000 fine. At last, the rest of the major cities in the country can feel more
sophisticated than New York.
Still, the city promotes its “greening,” even if bees that do its pollination live on clandestine rooftops.
Beekeeper David Graves, who has been called “the Johnny Appleseed of New York beedom,” has mentored many
an urban beekeeper since 1997, when he knew of only one rooftop hive in New York. The advantage for Graves is
that Manhattan is a “bear-free environment” in contrast to his apiaries in Massachusetts. He confirms that rooftop
bees “work harder…(and) They’re up much earlier and work longer hours” pollinating gardens and parks – where
they forage on wild bergamot, aster, sunflower, mint, goldenrod, linden trees, and even on the fresh-cut flower
bouquets for sale in stalls. Graves collected 140 pounds from a rooftop hive in the Upper East Side. A film on
YouTube, “NYC Bee Man,” shows him shimmying along a window ledge with a package of bees, mentoring a taxi
driver, and extolling the rooftop environment for beekeeping.
New York investment banker Peter Solomon harvests contentment from his rooftop bees, saying that after
he works them, “Everything else in life is calm” – a nice perk in his line of work these days.
John Howe first put his bees on his roof for a little peace, too, since his wife was afraid of them. Howe
thinks there are at least 50 rooftop hives now in New York. He has started a beekeeping “Meet-up” – a way for
interested people communicating on-line to get together.

John Howe, founder of the New York City Beekeeping Meetup Group, tending his rooftop hives.

At Amy Ruth’s Restaurant in Harlem, honey from chef Carl Redding’s two rooftop hives can be tasted in
his spicy honey-dipped chicken. You can buy Graves’ honey, labeled by neighborhood, at farmers’ markets.
How do bees navigate in a city? They do not have a way of communicating “up,” according to Peter
Kevan of the University of Guelph.1 He describes an experiment in which bees were trained to forage across a
canyon three quarters of a mile wide. At first the foragers flew down the canyon on one side and up the other to the
feeding station, returning the same way. Eventually they learned to fly directly across the canyon and back. Kevan
reports that the dance language adjusted to the shorter, more direct route. Further, he reports, if bees forage at a
feeding station that is behind a large building, the dance communication reflects the direction and reflects the
added distance to fly around the barrier.
All rooftop beekeepers have in common a dead certainty that their honey is very special indeed. Their
bees may be, as well. André Lemaire, the beekeeping instructor at the Jardin du Luxembourg in Paris says that the
use of chemicals and management practices in agriculture may have such an adverse effect on bees that farmers
may one day have to import bees from the rooftops in the cities.
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