
The Waxen City 
Clarence De Boer 

 

 

“What is more gentle than a wind in summer? 

What is more soothing than the pretty hummer, 

That stays one moment in an open flower, 

And buzzes cheerily from bower to bower?” 

—John Keats 

 

As the warm spring breezes waft the sweet scent of the blossoming apple orchard toward 

us, we hear the rustle of the hive and notice the bees swiftly flying to and fro. A new season of 

labor has commenced! 

Yonder we observe a bee descending into the heart of the flower. It is sipping the sweet 

exudation called nectar produced by tiny glands in the base of the flower. From it the honey is 

made. Soon we see the bee arise from the petals of the flower and “take off”. For a few moments 

it circles around the flower getting its bearings and then heads unswervingly in a straight line 

toward the hive; hence the term “bee-line”. Once this insect gets its directions its flight is 

undeviating; therefore, bee-keepers have little difficulty in locating their swarms. 

Suppose we follow one of these insects to its home. At the door of the hive stand several 

guards armed with stingers, carefully watching for intruders. Just inside of the gateway, the 

inhabitants have constructed a series of waxen pillars, accurately spaced, enabling them to enter 

but preventing any of the larger more vicious enemies who might have overpowered the guard 

from entering. With this entrance protection the dwellers within feel quite secure. Occasionally, 

snails and mice eat through the outer walls. After they have been stung to death, bees often 

discover that they are unable to remove the carcass, and so they embalm the body in honey to 

prevent its decay and build a complete wall around them, thus enclosing them in a vault. 

At the time when the decimal system was established, mathematicians were looking for a 

standard unit on which to base their system. Reaumur suggested the diameter of the hexagonal 

cell of the bee. Seemingly perfect, though it appeared, the diameter varied and so it could not be 

used. However, the very suggestion that it be used for this purpose indicates the precision and 

uniformity with which the cell is built. 

An essential factor in constructing the hive is the production of beeswax. On the lower 

surface of the abdomen are four pockets which secrete a liquid substance that dries in the form of 

flakes. These waxen scales are removed by the mandibles (mouth parts) and kneaded in the 

presence of a special type of saliva into a flexible building material. Then bit by bit with skill and 

regularity the waxen walls arise. The uneven edges are shaved and smoothed by the mandibles 

which function as planes, while the antennal instinctively measure the depth and width of the 

hexagonal (six-sided) cell. Many thousands of cells are built layer upon layer because the hive 

reaches its completion. This communal edifice is, indeed, a marvelous evidence of precision, 

cooperation. and architectural design. In awe we consider the works of His hands. 

 

“And thru all creation, 

His wonderful Temple, 

All things lie has fashioned, 

His glory declare.” 



 

Instinctively the bees build their elongated hexagonal rooms, which in design is the most 

economical pattern known in conserving building material (wax), in economy of space, and in 

the solidarity of the structure. 

Let us take a glimpse into the lives of the inhabitants of the waxen city. Busy as bees, 

indeed! The majority of the inmates are sexless bees called workers, whose duties are varied. 

Although they are smallest in size, they are the most active for they must guard the hive, obtain 

the honey and pollen, nurse the young, construct and ventilate the hive, and maintain order and 

cleanliness. After the worker has collected pollen on its hairy body, while entering the flower, its 

back legs which are equipped with bristly hairs comb the surface of its anatomy and gather the 

pollen dust forming minute balls called pollen pellets which are packed into cavities on the hind 

legs, modified to form hollows or small baskets. When the pollen baskets are filled the bee 

returns to the hive, and empties the pellets into storage cells for future use. 

The male bees are called drones because of their low humming sound. Their sole function 

is to fertilize the queen. The food is provided by the workers, but when the cold weather comes 

and the food becomes scarce, the drones are mercilessly put to death. As they are not equipped 

with stingers, they offer little resistance. 

Each hive has a solitary queen whose duty it is to lay eggs which are produced at the rate 

of about 3,000 a day. For workers and drones the queen lays a solitary egg in an ordinary cell. 

However, when a future queen is the goal, the partitions of three cells are broken down, so that 

there will be more room for development. The royal cells are the favored ones and the larvae 

within receive a special diet called royal jelly. All the larvae are fed beebread (a combination of 

honey and pollen) many times a day by the tireless nurses. 

One unalterable rule governing the bee colony is the presence of one queen bee. When 

the young queen bee develops, the original queen escorted by thousands of workers makes her 

departure to another cite where a new hive is established. In the meantime, there is a struggle in 

the old hive between the new queens for supremacy. The fight is a desperate one and will 

terminate only after all opposition ceases and one queen alone survives. Should one of the 

queens endeavor to evade battle, several workers crowd about her with the sole intention of 

suffocating her. Then, life begins anew in the waxen city! 
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