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There were so many of  them! Those were just the ones coming in and 
out across the threshold. Inside are many, many more: thousands of  
bees, maybe 30,000 in the early spring and up to 60,000 in summer! 
That is a lot of  bees and my subliminal nervous system understood 
that. I worked hard to keep my mind still and to become present to the 
presence of  Bee. Meditation helps, quieting the mind helps, coming 
into the heart is essential.

At the monastery every morning we chanted a sutra, a teaching of  Lord Buddha, 
called The Heart Sutra. It is a short concise version of  the basic philosophy of  
Buddhism and, as such, is dense and intense. As we chant together, eat together, 
meditate together, ring bells and sound drums, moving in our slow thoughtful ways, 
the monastic community acts as a cohesive whole, a single being, maintaining the 
disciplines and habits of  its lineage, century after century, not dependent on individ-
]ITQ\a�J]\�WV�KWPM[QWV�NZWU�_Q\PQV��?Q\PQV�I�UWVI[\MZa�\PQ[�KWPM[QWV�PI[�I�LQٺMZMV\�
[KMV\��I�LQٺMZMV\�ÆI^WZ��I[�MIKP�XZIK\QKM�XMZQWL�WN �I�P]VLZML�LIa[�_QTT�PI^M�Q\[�W_V�
quality, dependent upon the nature of  the presiding abbot. The bells will be rung 
in the same rhythm at the same time, the chants and ceremonies will not change, yet 
the practice period will not ever be the same, feel the same, as new abbots lead the 
community through deep winter.

Within the hive of  the Honey Bee, it is the Queen who presides.

Queen Bee with her maidens
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At the entrAnce to the hive

‘Great Bee’ she is known as, by many nations. The archetype of  Bee, 
the matrix or essence of  Bee, is palpable within the hive. coming closer, 
even taking a seat close enough to hear the internal hum and smell the 
honey, I began to get a sense that all this activity, all these little moving 
parts are actually one being. I had read about and understood the concept 
of  a super-organism, such as coral, some fungi, and termites. yet I did 
not realize, until I spent some time with them, that honey bees also live 
not as individuals, but as separate moving parts of  one single organism, 
a colony of  bees. This colony of  bees is one creature, one whole being, a 
complex and beautiful creation whose nucleus is the Queen. She is Great 
Bee manifest, a perfect embodiment of  an extra-ordinary archetype.

Everybody wants to see the Queen!

Look carefully and you will see quite a few things: how big she is and 
yet how hard she is to see. Always surrounded by her handmaidens, 
always moving, never resting, it’s hard to see the Queen!

However, you will always know if  she is at home. Without her there 
Q[�VW�IK\]IT�KWPM[QWV�\W�\PM�KWTWVa��VW�]VQNaQVO�QVÆ]MVKM��6W\PQVO�OM\[�
done and the colony has no chance of  survival. If  the Queen dies and 
is not replaced with a new one, the remaining bees will gradually die. 
If  you see a hive get listless and slow down with fewer bees coming 
and going, more robber bees getting in unchallenged, then you have 
probably lost your Queen.

The easiest way to lose a Queen is through careless or unfortunate 
handling of  the comb by the beekeeper, though sometimes she will 
fail. Many commercially-bred queens do not live more than a year.

In an emergency the bees themselves will manage to create a new 
Queen. This is an incredible process that we will explore later when 
_M�MV\MZ�\PM�_WZTL�WN �?WZSMZ�JMM[��;]ٻKM�Q\�\W�[Ia�\PI\�\PM�KWTWVa�_QTT�
do whatever it can to produce a Queen and to take care of  her at all 
costs ~ without her they cannot stay tethered.

The colony as a whole, this single organism, is composed of  one 
Queen, a few hundred Drones (the boys), and many thousands of  
Worker bees (the girls) who, yes, do all the work except lay eggs, which 
is what the Queen does. The boys, we are told, simply wait around as 
potential suitors. More about that shortly.
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things about these bees. Queen Bee is, obviously, fertile. Drones are, 
also obviously, fertile. Workers are sterile though. Only the Queen 
mates and lays eggs and she has the ability to lay sterile or fertile eggs. 
As with all cases of  parthenogenesis, sterile eggs give birth to male 
Wٺ[XZQVO��1V�I�*MM�PQ^M�\PM�9]MMV�_QTT�TIa�IV�QVNMZ\QTM��WZ�[\MZQTM�MOO�
in a cell built to nurse a Drone. She will lay a fertile egg in a cell built 
to nurse a Worker. To maintain her hive a Queen has to have mated, 
otherwise she can only lay sterile eggs which only produce Drones and 
they don’t gather nectar or pollen or clean house, or even know how 
to feed themselves. If  you notice a huge number of  Drones or a lot of  
drone comb in your hive, you probably have a sterile Queen.

Worker bees build all their comb accordingly, making slightly big-
ger hexagonal cells for boys than for girls. If  the Queen has mated, she 
can ‘choose’ to lay either a fertile or a sterile egg and the size of  the 
comb cell she is laying the egg in will prompt that ‘choice’. Thus the 
whole colony contributes to that decision.

Here we see the balance of  opposites in play. A sterile egg gives rise 
to a fertile (boy) bee. A fertile egg gives rise to a sterile (girl) bee. In the 
case of  the Queen however, a fertile egg gives rise to a fertile female 
(no ‘girl’ here)! That Queen is sure interesting! The whole system has 
a strange elegance, a mysterious nature. It has a sense of  yin/yang 
balance, yet is dominated by the feminine.

When at the entrance, long before I opened the hive, I was getting 
a sense of  all this, the moving beauty of  it all. This allowed me to set-
tle down and become friendly with the bees. They certainly had my 
ZM[XMK\��<PM�Y]M[\QWV�_I[��LQL�1�PI^M�\PMQZ['

I wasn’t sure. I was sure that I had to open the hive though. It 
was cold and the cluster going into winter was small with their honey 
larders probably not enough to get them through. I was working now 
with the top-bar hive, the one I felt most friendly with. In the Lang-
stroth square box-hive the bees were too busy and driven for me. The 
bees (same lineage) in the top-bar hive went about things with a much 
more steady, steady pace and seemed to have a more natural sense of  
rhythm, shifting gears with the weather and not going out in the rain!
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At the entrAnce to the hive

Both Sam and chris thought this colony would die of  cold over 
the winter. It was one of  the familiar deep snow winters of  upstate 
New york and the hive was low to the ground, with a simple thin 
cover and a bag of  leaves thrown on top of  that. I went to them as 
often as I could slog through the snow, just to let them know I was 
[\QTT�IZW]VL��?Pa'�1�LWV¼\�SVW_��J]\�1�PIL�\W�OW�IVL�^Q[Q\��[W�1�LQL��
I listened quietly, as when snow fell and stillness was pervaded with 
fresh silence.

Gradually I felt I heard some sort of  distress. The colony was run-
ning out of  food. It was February and there were two more months be-
NWZM�\PM�JMM[�KW]TL�ZMTQIJTa�ÅVL�NWWL�WZ�M^MV�TMI^M�\PM�PQ^M��7XMVQVO�
the hive would lower the internal temperature just when they needed 
most warmth. Not feeding them was not an option in my mind. I had 
no veil, no hat, no gloves, no idea of  what I was doing, total beginners 
mind ~ but I did know I had to open that hive and that I needed Her 
Majesty’s permission.

I waited three days before I felt that permission granted in some 
small way. This permission had a sense of  yielding to it, with under-
tones of  caution. I had been told to pour cane sugar into the hive 
near the cluster so they could reach something. Bees can’t digest liq-
uid in winter because their guts are not up to heat, they have lowered 
their body temperature to conserve energy and only caster sugar 
really helps them then. I stood at the entrance, breathing steady and 
[TW_��1�\WWS�\PM�TQL�Wٺ�\PM�PQ^M�IVL�MI[ML�I�JIZ�NZWU�Q\[�XZWXWTQ[�OT]M�
to lift it up. I was deeply focused in my heart center and repeating 
¹1\¼[�WVTa�TW^Mº�\W�Ua[MTN��;_QN\Ta�I�TIZOM�V]UJMZ�WN �JMM[�ÆM_�[\ZIQOP\�
]X�QV�NZWV\�WN �Ua�NIKM�f�PMIZ\�Æ]\\MZML��UQVL�[\IaML�[\MILa��1�[IQL�
W]\�TW]L��¹1\¼[�WVTa�TW^M#�Q\¼[�WVTa�TW^Mº��KPIV\QVO�Ua�UIV\ZI�\W�\PM[M�
JMM[�� ¹1\¼[� WVTa� TW^Mº�f� IVL� \PMa� ITT� PW^MZML� I�UWUMV\� IVL� \PMV�
simply dropped back down into their nest. I poured in some sugar, 
replaced the bar and put the lid back on, amazed! They made it 
through that winter.

Since then I have never worn a veil or gloves, but I am slow and 
careful with these wild ones, these lovely honey bees.

To get close to beauty, sometimes you just have to take a risk.


