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Note to the reader

Working with the honey hunters in the hill ranges of the Nilgiris for over a decade, Keystone
felt a gap in the information outreach for different stakeholders. Thus was born the idea
of this handbook which would serve as a guide to the best practices in honey hunting
and processing activities. The target audience for this book includes honey hunters, |Forest
Department personnel, NGO workers & trainers who will benefit from this sharing of
experiences.

The book endeavours to bring forth nuances of honey hunting unknown to outsiders, besides
serving as a guide for correct and easy to use directions on management of honey. |t seeks
to reinforce the importance of honey hunters in the process of honey hunting.

We hope that the detailed narrative account breaks the complexities of the activity for
easy assimilation.

We encourage the reader to ask questions and contribute suggestions on the profile of
the book, so that we could incorporate them into our future work.
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Introduction

Honey hunting, a visual display of human courage that conjures up images of
spectacular bravado in the midst of ethereal nature, an art form perfected over time.

Ropes swinging over gorges, glistening bodies in deep concentration, a pujari chanting away
and numerous bees angrily buzzing - thousands and thousands of them.

Honey hunting has
been practiced since
time immemorial in |/
different parts of the
world. Such is the an-
tiquity of honey
hunting that it has
been said that honey
hunting is as old as
man himself.

Over the ages, itis ar
activity identified |
most commonly with
forest dwellers or
adivasis, in the present context. Centuries of living in unison with nature has made adivasis
skilled in forest-based survival. They have carefully preserved remnants of this art form with
traditions lasting centuries.

Cave painting depicting a comb

The Onge in the Andamans, Gurung in Nepal, Batak in Palawan and the Chenchus and Kurumbas
in mainland India are as synonymous with honey hunting as they are for their nomadic and
wilderness based lifestyles.

Major cliffs accessed by the Kurumbas
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Honey Hunters of Nilgiri Biosphere Reserve

The three southern states of Tamil Nadu, Kerala and Karnataka boast of an enduring tradition
of honey harvesting. Forest sanctuaries are accorded a high degree of protection resulting in
abundance of floral and faunal species. The dense forests and steep escarpments that aboung
in the Western Ghats provide a natural resting place for the Giant RockApeesi¢rsatq

and ancestral dwellings of adivasis. These bee habitats are critical for the survival of the
diversity of these forests having both economic and socio-cultural foundations.

The Nilgiri Biosphere Reserve (NBR) is a massive complex merging some of the most forested
regions of these three states into a single ecological block. It is home to major honey-producing
zones in the overall context of South India, with massive honey cliffs or ‘bee nesting’ trees
present in large numbers. The major honey producing zones are shown below:
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Honey Zones - Kotagiri and Coonoor slopes of the hill district of Nilgiris, Sigur Ghat, Nagarhole, Bandipur,
Wynad, Mudumalai, Sathyamangalam zone, Attapady hills, Silent Valley, Nilambur, New Amarambalam Reserve
Forests, Pillur Valley, Anaikatti, Boluvampatty, Mukurthi and numerous other major and minor zones.
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The honey hunters of NBR are
renowned for their valour and skill.
Numerous adivasi groups hunt hone
and each have certain methods peculi
to them. TheAlu Kurunmbas in the ™

eastern and southern parts of the Nilgir_w.,.-i?a-ﬁvg}_,-::_;_j.- -

iR

and in Attapady are renowned fos=t H

scaling cliffs more than 500 feet in heigh
while thexasavas andivrulas are adept
in harvesting large quantities from gian
trees. Thexattunaickens are expert
hunters in and around Mudumalai an
Muthanga forests just as thenw
Kurubas are famous in Nagarhole and
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Distinct combs at different elevations

Harvesting an Apis cerana comb in Sigur Ghat

Mysore regions. In addition, the
Cholanaickens are renowned for their
legendary skills in New Amarambalam
region using basic equipments to scale
high trees and cliffs.

Though geographically adjacent,
groups have formed specialized niches
that differentiate one from the other e.g.
Kurumbas and Irulas often share the
same village but one is an expert on
rock hunting while the latter is a
master of scaling trees. This has resulted
in specific ‘honey territories’ and
locally adapted methods of collection.
This demarcation has given rise to
specific techniques and traditions
mastered as per one’s own needs.
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A honey tree rises high above the forest




The Legend of Traditional Honey Hunting

How honey hunting acquired such a mythical status over the years can perhaps never be truly
known. However, the fact that honey as a product is so vital and valuable and the entire process
of honey harvesting is so complex may have given rise to several myths, legends and traditions
that have survived till today.

The activity symbolizes a binding element amongst adivasis in forested villages as elaborate
rituals and ceremonies bring together members of the community into a communal display of
goodwill. Mutual ties are intensified because of the

relatively large number of people who set out for th Popular Beliefs

hunt are related and from the same village. This _ jqrvesting specified cliffs and
togetherness is unidirectional towards ensuring safefy  leaving rest untouched

of the honey hunter. Within some groups, the - Huntingunder the veil of darkness
tradition of brother-in-law being responsible for thg - Use of non-metallic objects
safety of the hunter is followed diligently. - Praying to spirits for blessings

Formation of groups on a fradi-

In several areas, certain cliffs have been venerated and
tional basis

marked as sacred - there is no extraction of honey fro
them. Historical reasons for this worship is uncle
but the important point is that theney hunter is
one person who has over several generations been
conscious of the need to preserve the golden
honeybee by leaving cliffsunharvested. These links between the bee, forest, animal and man
are complex and perhaps best understood by the older generation who lament that
loss of forests could start the cycle of doom which would ultimately leave the community poorer
by several degrees.

Precise material for making equip-
ments and so on

Peechi Keni folklore (Annexure I)

Leaving cliffs untouched resulted in the
protection of bees, which in
turn contributed to increased
cross-pollination and diversity of the
forests. This finally indicates - in the
words of a honey hunter, ‘that bees
prefer this forest and return again
and again because of the purity of the
region’. In simple words, it indicates
that the particular ecosystem is
healthy and it is here that the bees
prefer to settle and raise their
offsprings.

Worshipping the lords for safety
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The Forest dweller




Just as honey is considered sacred, so are bees blessed with mystical powers. The honey hunter
takes great care in ensuring that no harm befalls the bees. They are revered for their extraor-
dinary capacity of generating valued honey. Adivasis consider bees to be superior beings, bringing
fertility to the land. This sense of purity of bees awards them respect from harvesters who make
every effort to ensure that bees do not take offence at the hunter - an important consideration
why the honey hunter undergoes such penance before setting out into the forest.

These legends and traditions have their utility:

First, they reaffirm the hunters’ ecosystem centric respect towards his immediate environment
and seek to make him a part of the greater complex of nature and not a competitor to it.

Secondly, these legends preserve an age-old system of community monitoring which seeks to
cause minimum damage on the ecosystem and regard all life as sacrosanct.

Thirdly, folklore and traditions signify the prominent place of honey hunting in the socio-cultural
milieu of the adivasi way of life.

Finally, these legends assist in simplifying complexities and inherent risks associated with the
act of honey hunting by codifying practical and easy to use rules.

As per indigenous tradition, bees are known to migrate each year to the plains with the onset of the rains
The cycle of pollination continues when bees return at the first bloom of flowers

10
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Honey and the Bees

Jenu, Then, Madhu, Melit, Mitsu, Shahad, Mil - Many names for a liquid that flows from deep
combs... tasted and fought over by man from the earliest ages until now.

Sacred honey - divine drink of the celestial beings.
Luxury for the rich and food of the poor.

Since antiquity, honey has been a part of religious ceremonies, to mark personal events such
as birth, death and marriage, as a symbol of love and to celebrate prosperity. So much so that
there is a popular saying which associates a wealthy kingdom as that which is flowing with
milk and honey. In most communities, honey is offered to a newborn child even before the
mother’s milk. Such is the acceptance of honey in societies worldwide.

Hohey is an ancient food revered for its miraculous healing properties.
Technically, it is composed of sugars such as glucose, fructose, sucrose
and water. Yet, the uniqueness of honey lies in numerable other
substances that are present in minute quantities - more than 181

of them - these substances provide honey with a unique essence
distinct from mere sugar. Specific types of honey have distinct
aroma and flavour which is attributed to the plant sources bees’

forage. The final produce that the honey hunter gulps with delight
is actually a mixture of sugars, water, acids, enzymes, minerals

B etc. (Annexure 1)

Foraging for pollen and nectar This knowledge is the result of modern scientific research
though the adivasi was perhaps always aware of diverse

benefits that could be extracted from the golden liquid. They have used honey as food and
medicines since ages. Honey is traditionally eatenksthai podi (amaranthus powdermaida
roti (Wheat flour bread/pancakes) or roasted jackfruit seed. The brood is eaten along with honey
for curing chest pain and for colds. Honey is applied on burns amongst Kurumbas. The larvae
are eaten - they are cooked l&ttu andupma or chewed along with
honey combs. This is a traditional source of food for the adivasis.
Kattunaickens eat the young bees also. For medicinal purposes they |
usekolan jenu - Apis floreawhich is preferred to any other bee honey. f
This is because of the small sizeApiis floreaand its foraging pattern,_...%ﬁ 1
allowing it to take nectar from small plants and herbs. The saﬁﬁé"' + _ E
true for honey from the Dammar bee which is rare and availaies’ 1§ | 7
small quantities. Dammar honey is given to newly born children and ’J{)
pregnant women as a source of nutrition. The Irulas use honey as a medicine’
along with the ash of burnt peacock feathers. For stomach ache and tiredness, the root of bamboo
is powdered and eaten with honey.
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From Where Honey Flows - Apis dorsata

The adivasis of the Nilgiris usually hunt the combs ofrtlaéai then or the Giant Rock Bee,
Apis dorsata Other indigenous species are either domestiqéipid cerana)or collected in
small quantities for medicinal purpos@gigona spp, Apis florea)

The giant rock beeApis dorsatais among the largest, most productive and dangerous bees
known to man. Records of prehistoric paintings from Bhopal, Singanpur, Panchmari and others
suggest that they are among the oldest hunted bees known to man.

The Giant Bee forms a large comb of up to two metres across and almost one and a half metres
in height. Thousands of bees cling to the hive, containing upto 20 kgs of honey in some cases.
Due to the weight of the comb, bees build them using strong support and in open spaces. They
also prefer to build their combs in the same spot, year after year. Thus, the chosen sites are
easily identified by man but rarely accessible to other predators of honey.

The bees generally choose an overhang in sheer rock faces, strong branches of a tall tree and
steep escarpments with upto a hundred or more colonies in the vicinity. In urban areas, they
prefer the high undersurfaces of modern buildings. The bee is considered highly vicious if pro-
voked and has been known to cause deaths also. It migrates over long distances to areas of
abundant nectar flow. Has great strength and capacity to forage over large distances with
some records of upto 1000 metres and even more.

Day 1 A

A
i’.{r r 7 -“—-— Apis florea

¥ "l -h"-.__ ,_?‘%‘.,hh{‘i!.}.

Day 8

Day 4

Apis cerana

Apis dorsata

Life cycle of a bee
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The bee forages on a variety of flowers and plants for nectar as well as pollen sources
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Rock bee colonies are known to hold a population between 40,000-50,000 bees in a single
comb, with a large number of worker bees in addition to drones and the queen bee. Worker
bees cover the comb as a curtain for protection and maintenance of optimum temperature.

Much of their activities in a nesting place can be documented but little is known on migration
patterns. Though, they have been known to migrate between 50 km to 250 km, yet much
of this information is based on informal sources and the bee occasionally springs

surprises that shakes

established scien-
tific knowledge.

These bees are mi-
gratory in nature,
and move large dis-
tances to areas with
abundant nectar
flow in different
seasons. Efforts to
domesticate the bee
have been tried, but
have not been very
successful. The eco-
nomic importance
of the bee in India is
very high as it con-
tributes almost two
- thirds of the total
production of honey
to the industry.

A major role played
by the bees in eco-
systems has been
pollination. This
means better yields
in agricultural and
horticultural crops,
i.e. more food pro-
duced in the same

Different types of bee nests

Dammer

area. It is a way to secure floral diversity which makes ecosystems less vulnerable. More
vegetation increases the carrying capacity of the area and allows associated life forms to evolve.
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A bee tree can host a large number of colonies
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The Practice of Honey Hunting

Honey hunters harvest honey either alone, in pairs or in most cases, groups of five to ten people.
They harvest numerous combs in a single trip extracting honey from upto thirty or more colonies
in an area. Normally the major honey flow is for a couple of months, depending on the area,
from anywhere between March to July.

The ancient art form of honey hunting comprises several activities. The elaborate preparations,
rituals and ‘on hunt’ activities are discussed below -

i. Group Formation Ceremonies

The first stage is the formation of a unit. Group formation is a complex process. Traditionally,
a group consisted of members from the same village, usually related through blood ties. The
actual hunters’ brother-in-law forms the crux of the operation as he holds the rope ladder on
which the hunter descends.

The other members of the group assist in numerous ad hoc jobs such as:
- Making the smoker and rope ladder using forest vines
- Setting smoke below the

- Collecting wax and honey

sk i A
- Holding the ladder from :* ”-“'-‘":;,,- "'J'}J':"- .
e D T
below Pl e *‘% :
. o T i e =
While most groups collect o T :H""
) Fht] Lt
honey from smaller cliffs iy Sty oo Ll ey
o LT L "-I':r.!ﬁj .'I-:'!L.
or trees, it is the Kurumba .+ = 5w im-ﬂ-ﬁ e
ey i L - H
who scales the high cliffs. < brif e o 'E'Ej‘t v
. . A T T
This perhaps explains the ,QE: #j;&ﬁ';l‘::-
Kurumbas' minute care in e, 0. 19 T
choosing the group while I Lt g R R iy
SO S AR i
others have now allowed a : | 2k T e | Py
. o vi Fr T e L
degree of relaxation to A g { i R 2 - I =
T = H - 1 ¥ i
creep into this very impor- v 1) ._: ¥ | ,;__.__;:-}!;"Th_h
tant exercise. A group once :ir 3 .-_4,.5;55,..-} _ i
. - 1 LS e | s
formed usually remains .-, & .ol ﬁ [ e ' I'h..“ Al
1. : [ =
unchanged for several sea- .,I __.'.':I ;‘:P !.';n” ii"r" ?‘ﬁ
sons. A member returns to I'f"l"", -&_""1 M"} : i i
his group irrespective of { i e o
his present occupation ) -'I'n gzl -_H,: ,:,1 i
elsewhere.

Formation of an unit comprises elaborate rituals such
as music and dancing
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ii. Following the Bees

The group sets out to search for honey cliffs and trees soon after the bees have nested. The
main season for honey collection is during the monthgaafhasi & Ani (15th April to 14th
e e == June). Sometimes, depending on the weather, flowering
. and rains, honey is available @hitrai (March - April)
p and in the month oAdi (July - August). Durinhipasi
: ~ (October - November) also there is a small season for
honey collection, but honey in the combs is less and
very few people go for collection.

Once a colony is sighted, they wait for the comb to
_ mature. After sighting, they put a mark indicating that
& this place has been taken.

RN Some groups may mark their presence with a simple

B .F'I: .;"“R sign; others may use tobacco while some may hide herbs
?ﬁt‘%ﬁ &, Y which irritate the bees. It is only when the actual person
B ff‘g;\ b T removes the herbs that bees calm and hunting may start.

' x ":Ev'ﬁ\ %fﬁ%,r & .-+ Chanting of mantras on the spot ensures that no one else

AR g can disturb the colony.

Conducting puja. prior to the hunt First, the group observes the status of honey. The honey

comb passes through three stages of growth before it can be harvested and a good honey hunter
patiently waits out - harvesting only at the ideal moment.

How the honey hunter figures the right time for a harvest is interesting. He constantly checks
the condition of the comb on his forest forays and only when the time is ripe, the group starts
the hunt.

If a comb is sighted early, they wait out for approximately a month before starting the hunt.
Adivasis know that the right time for harvesting is at the stage when the cells are capped and
moisture is at a certain level signifying maturity of the comb.

If a comb is seen in the wild, long after the comb has been populated, then they wait for the

flowers to wither as this means that the bees have collected their requirement of pollen and

nectar and much of the honey is formed.

Visually, they observe the comb for its shape

and thickness. The shape of the comb determines

More Honey  Less Honey, More Brood the stage of the colony development and matu-
rity. A thick upper portion implies more honey.

h@ W Adivasis feel that not much harm is done to the
bees because harvesting is done at a time when

the honey is maximum, the brood portion is less
and the bees are ready to migrate.

20




ii. GO OS]

COMIo B H5)S)H)SIW 9SOMm @O, HIS)HSIRNESW)o  ald0eHHF) & SILl)ESW)o
COMEMIaHlo )88 WIOWIVoEILH)M). GO AIEILHYIOM  (alWOM @J8lo OHAIUdIEIAIMO
)@@ @M 2000 (a@lalled 15 a)m@d =jend 14) aleowoes. agmomd ©a1S1eud alyeeyom
@121)0H)(M S0l AII@IOMVA0 HORIAIMNIAIQ6ERSB)0 $006Mo c@mlend mulamvuemlanoe
QI®LOMI0 MoRAEH00). B8ESIMNIA MloeU@ MoMUEEBSITd MM 2IC1e)ensd: a0
@RS AUSOHO B)OAUIWIBIB0 af)M@IMOIGE &)0a))
Gal® DO(@GA GUIEUDIBH0)88). GOBH)S)d U3

&6 O 1869160mo0d @Al RAISTOO0W allaM 68303
OHI ERSWIBH|S)O] 6TV BH)o. 2leId GPSWOS
1MoV al&®lel 2alc@IW]Be00). 2aQ)aileld
DDVoYHOS GRERIOTVOHQ|S}OMMN AOYIM)HalS1dH 13
SIS0 B€lafla)) OQUTBO)AM). LD TVAWOTD)
2(M6BRU3 20)AS)NM®) AUl @QO0)0 af)S}EOHIO®
BOMH)S) ModHHlenIeam)o 8Slafla)) Ola) @RUI
©60M m«)gm‘)’ 021513608 M1H60 2IVMITI QMG GO
af)S)HH) GOUOUE  OMo U LDIMM OO H) af)an)
@06mM AlK0I0MVo. @RS WIS 6o|S) O ®IM) GUdaHo
COMBH)S)H BSOS @RAIMA AMVTRI0H9) M @ 1MW
alljo Galo®»00). GO GUOELOEM OO @Y
0leT 60} ME] GUOELEEMEHIMD aBQOljo GRMEWIRY
20 MAWOM) AMCA COEOMS)HHINBS).

af)GajoPI6ET EOB aldBAIH) MG ag)M) @REIIO
MW1HUWBH0 010 COM &)S)HS1eel DVBojom]end
@R8]l 80) MO *LISOB]OLICmEMUIUE M 1ajd>ud
ODP)B: OBHI CGOMOBUB GRSV EN)o - L®IEM DM
BUOELIBIBOIM aBQQo @RMEWIR JAOWMVAWO. GDD
H)S)HB)OS O)alaljo AUEPAN0 BMIBE]  alddho
®1012J01@omM H¢la)N88QIE0M @RAIG-  C®N3dE:)
slead alemo $)S1w M)H08 @00 M)allafleeyma@)
COO3 B)SY@ANOMOIEM. al}@H8)eS @RAIMA
GMOBSIW)o GO GUDELIBIBHOMOIBWI )M ;:
©1012J01@o0. al)@eud AUOSIOM)SEBEIMIn6EM _.F."-
103 coMyo oJlG)(T)_IOS’]Q))))O @@%@,(}8 @uoeM Marking of a site before honey harvesting
©lay) S0 &)S)BSIE3 GMMOW] ag)am)
am @120 8690. H)51G3 COM H)S)®
engst, MA  cuoeUE1EO)MDOE®)o0 @R MVAWDD DV HWBEE &)1S)allg) al0se0Mmo
ANORM®)}eH0)0 @B COMlafd®o8 &0y ¢(Boaslaflslal agmm @AM ud
HHO}@N).

21




iii. Rituals, Superstitions and Traditions

The actual date for hunting is usually based on common consensus amongst the honey hunting
group. It is then that they declare that the comb is ripe and the hunt must start.

Preparation begins in serious earnest. Days before the harvest, the honey hunter observes a strict
regimen of fasting, praying and bathing with regularity. Any relationship with women is usually
avoided. Observance of these austerities varies significantly in different groups.

Adivasis worship their gods before setting out. They believe that some cliffs are god’s cliffs

- from where no honey can be collected. Spirits are accorded special status during this period,
as there is a belief that disturbing or angering the spirits can lead to an unsuccessful hunt or
even a death in the vicinity. The village pujari is consulted and it is he who usually fixes the
date and time for the harvest. He conducts a puja invoking the gods and ancestors praying for
their blessings and signals the start of the entire process.

The honey collecting ritual includes an invocation to the bees to leave their combs so that
honey can be collected, beseeching them to return to bring forth the blossoms in the forest and
fields.

These intricate rituals are crucial to the community, as they believe that honey hunting is an
activity favoured by the gods. Rituals that are not followed properly are believed to provoke
unnatural events.

The honey hunter occupies a special
place in the village. He is a daredevil
who knows no fear. Usually shy and
reticent, he is a proud person who is
most knowledgeable about the forest.
Villagers respect him for his valour
and death defying profession. He can
accurately speak about numerous
forest species, weather patterns,
animal behaviour and is an expert
medicine man.
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iv. Preparations for Honey hunting

The group collects material for the harvest during the day and prepares ladders and ropes on
the spot with natural fibres of lianas or barks. Found in the native forests, these materials have
been the only trusted suspending material for adivasis for hundreds of years.

They carry fresh, green ladders through steep paths upto the cliff. The group members take turns
in carrying the ladders, for upto a few kilometers in some cases. The ladder that is the lifeline
of the honey hunter is extremely heavy and requires mammoth effort to carry. It takes 2-3 days
to prepare the ladder. The vines are stripped of their bark and the inner strands are woven into
a ladder. The number of rungs is determined by the height of the cliff to be harvested.

Left over vine is fashioned into a basket

for the honey. Earlier these were lined with

leaves but today, adivasis may use other
material such as plastic.

Upon reaching the site, they conduct a
small puja invoking the gods using items
like coconut,dhoopa, banana, incense,
fruits, etc. Sometimes, the priest also ac-
companies the group. He begs pardon for
disturbing the bees, beseeching them to
. leave their combs so that honey can be
(s r1LY collected. He also asks the bees to return
Ny ,F',J_'ﬁ;{ S i A :'.il the next season to continue the cycle of

VR A e A K 1 ":'i, ¥ i pollen, nectar and fertility.

Tree hunt using a neighbouring tree for support At the site, each person has a specific role

assigned to him and he must carry out his part under any circumstance. These tasks are a
prerequisite to a successful hunt. Inefficiency is rare in this risky profession. The major tasks
include:

- Working on the smoker,
- Pulling and guiding the ladder,

- Maintaining close virtual and auditory contact with the honey hunter and other members
of the group,

- Collecting the harvested honey,
- Safeguarding the honey hunter,
- Lighting a smoky fire at the base, and

- Gathering fallen bits of the comb and wax.
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v. The Finale - Hunting for Honey

Honey hunting requires deep concentration and meticulous planning. Hunters regard the ladder
as their mother and lord. As they step on the ladder, they sing bee songs“€uadr aléstant
hills and forests we have searched for you and found you here. We come to you as a child to

a mother. A mother will always feed her child - as you will feed us.”

The gods are regularly invoked. The brother-in;
law or a close friend holds the rope when the

Ropes Used

hunter goes for the harvest. Often, there are old rope 1 - To support the rope ladder
honey hunters seated who constantly passes @nRope 2 - For the honey basket

advice to the group.

Rope 3 - For smoker

Rope 4 - For the wooden or bamboo spear

Honey hunting begins...

The honey hunter climbs down the sheer cliffs unprotected and armed with little other than a
smoker and a bamboo spear. He hangs on the ladder which is secured to the base of a tree on
the cliff. While it may vary in regions but upto five ropes are dropped down to the hunter. As

he proceeds, people at the base light huge smoky fires. Alongside the comb, he employs the
smoker to the already disoriented bees and starts operating the poles. At this moment, his part-
ners handling the various ropes are in full concentration ensuring the rope is secure and assist
in maneuvering ropes for the honey hunter. There is a person who acts as a signalman passing

messages from the hunter and group members and vice versa.

Role of Smoker

The group lights a fire with dry
material and put fresh green matter
to produce smoke, making it a point
to produce only smoke and not fire
as this could kill the bees. Smoke
disperses bees and make the brood
and honey portions clearly visible.
This smoke is necessary to stun the
bees and make their instincts hazy,
besides protecting the hunter from
the ferocity of the bees. One smoker
is handled by the honey hunter kept
close to his body. The smoker is tied
to a rope and is expertly guided by
the hunter and his helpers. The
smoker is an important protective
gear that the hunter employs to =
protect himself.

Tree hunt - using bamboo pegs
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As the hunter faces the comb, the honey basket and equipments are lowered to him. The hunter
uses a long stick to balance the honey basket under the comb.

He uses the bamboo
stick to cut the comb.

. gL ) He balances precari-
'.:' II;,"" i E g ide) it ously on the rope
""'1I1‘r|,5| .l.,::..'-.-::-, .:..:I.::,:', o making dexterous

I'i |I s
AR,

jabs at the comb. The
disturbed bees swarm
around him in droves,
but he carries on un-
perturbed.

The hunter with some
help from his group

members directing
the ropes, guides the
bamboo stick easily.
He places the stick
just above the brood
portion and cuts it

apart. Separating the
brood portion from

the honey portion, he
lets the brood fall

below into the valley,

for his group mem-

bers to collect.

As he cuts the honey-

comb, thick flows of

honey can be seen dripping of the comb. Chunks of the falling comb are collected into the
basket. Once the basket is full, he tugs at the rope to be safely carried to his expectant partners.
This procedure continues until the hunter is contented. The hunt may last upto two hours for
a single colony and a number of days for numerous colonies in the vicinity.

Tree hunt - Bamboo pole tied to tree

At long last, the hunter relaxes with hard ground under his feet. Exhausted, the group thanks
the lord for the successful hunt. Pieces from the first harvested comb are offered to the gods
and cast in three or four directions.

While the hunter was busy harvesting, group members cut the combs neatly and put them in
a clean container - to prevent contamination with any brood, dirt or dead bees. The collected
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honey is then filtered carefully and people proceed home. At home, they break into a song and
dance with joy over the successful hunt.

Oh my dear woman, mother, sister and everybody else
Come and join in the feast

Let us sing and dance

We have collected honey successfully

Eat how sweet, the bee god gives us

Let us sing and dance

We have not used iron or any other metal to cut he comb
Bee god will not be angry

Next year also they will give honey to us

Eat, eat; careful - there may be a bee in the honey.

An experienced honey hunter understands the importance of bees in conservation of the eco-
system. He plants ideas of conservation into the minds of future hunters through his acts of
preservation.

30

He only harvests those combs that have less brood and more honey signifying that the
comb has matured fully.

Correct level of moisture content aids in harvesting the comb at the right moment without
affecting the comb adversely.

He differs from others for he does not fire combs and instead just smokes the bees out.
Some indigenous and mainstream communities do the opposite, for they fire the combs
that lead to the death of a large number of bees.

He is involved in lifelong monitoring of cliffs for signs of changes in bee ecology that
could affect his livelihood as well as that of the future generations.

To counteract the loss of the brood in the harvested comb, he always leaves some colonies
intact on each cliff that he harvests.

Leaving part of the comb intact also helps, as it promotes immediate clustering of the
bees around the harvested comb once the smoke has cleared. This helps in the sustainability
of the colony which is rebuilt soon after.

Tree hunt - using a bamboo pole Tree hunt - using a ladder
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Rock Hunting and Tree Hunting

The unending debates on which form of hunting is efficient, riskier and
adventurous, go on. lItis true that markets today, encourage large-scale col-
lection of honey for commercial sales. Irulas being numerous, having access
to market trends and spread out over large areas readily take up tree hunting
as they can harvest larger quantities. Moreover, due to numerous trainings,
most now harvest without touching the brood portion. The bees resettle and
start comb formation again. Ultimately, two harvests can be achieved during
a season. Besides, home consumption is meagre as most of the harvest is
used for commercial purposes.

On the other hand, communities such as the Kurumbas and Naickens have
a close cultural link with honey hunting. Moreover, living in comparative
isolation for centuries has instilled a deep sense of affinity towards the forest
and its resources. As such, they have adopted a more specialized, low quantity
but highly valued produce from the rock bees. Also the presence of cliffs
is more widespread in Kurumba inhabited regions as compared to others -
a major reason for them taking on the task of cliff hunting.
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Tools and Equipments Used For Honey Collection

NAME

USES

DEPICTION

Bamboo Pole
Dodda Moongil
Bhethir Enni

Honey basket
Pari Kodai

Storage basket
Pannai
Man satti

Smoker
Sootai

Bamboo Spear
Satuka kol

Bamboo Rope

Filtering cloth
Jenu intai
Jenu inde

Storage vessel
Vaali, Koodai

Iron Knife
Betta katti

Used on low height rock face
that can be easily accessed b
the pole

Made of bamboo and forest
sticks. Tied to a rope for

.,

better balance and handling

Earlier made with earth and
was sometimes coated with
wax. Now used temporarily
for storage

A bunch of green leaves hauvii

dry twigs inside and green
leaves on the outer side. It is
tied up with strong fibres

Used to cut the comb and

harvest honey. It is tied by
forest fibre along the hands
of the hunter

May be used sparingly to tie
oneself to the ladder

Used traditionally, as two
sticks are put parallel,

a cloth put over it and the
honey filtered by pressing

Made of bamboo, aluminum o
forest material to store and
transport honey and wax.

Knife used to assist
cutting forest material
and general usage.

=
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Techniques of Honey Hunting

Honey hunting is widespread over several regions of the greater Nilgiri belt. Over the years,
each group has imbibed variations in field conditions such as topography, climate forest type
to form a specialized niche. This niche is vital as it suggests diversity of use and that the systems
of traditional honey hunting are alive and thriving.

i. Cliff Honey Hunting

The Alu Kurumbas in Kotagiri and Coonoor taluk, Cholanaickens in the New Amarambalam
Reserved Forests, some Kattunaickens in Wynad and Gudalur, some Kasavas in and around
Osilibarai cliff in Sigur, Kurubas in Bandipur and Uralis in Sathyamangalam, practice cliff hunting.
Cliff hunting is a specialized profession because of the inherent risks involved. Hunting for
Giant Rock Bee combs require expertise, developed with practice and consistency. Besides,
cliffs are sparsely spread out and wherever situated, are mostly in the domains of the above
mentioned groups. The major techniques are: i o

- Ladder system

- Cane looping

- Ropes with platforms/baskets
- Bamboo pole system

- Bamboo step ladders

- Bamboo scaffolding

= et J £ i s
" / Vil f
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ii. Tree Honey Hunting [(-j

Almost all adivasi groups in the biosphere region harvest from trees. One advantage is that there
is less need of complex instruments. Also, colonies are widespread during the honey flow season
and collection is possible in huge quantitiégis dorsatabees are mainly found in the high

trees along riparian patches and in some specific trees that are commonly known as bee trees,
for they harbour a large number of colonies year after year. As is common with cliffs, bees
seem to prefer the same tree in certain areas for nesting. What are the reasons behind this? Why
do the bees follow a predictable behaviour each year? This colony behaviour pattern continues
to intrigue, but also points to the healthy state of the forest.

- Tying bamboo sticks with cane |
- Bamboo ladder with cane

- Bamboo ladder

- Bamboo pegs

- Neighbouring tree as support

- Steps into the tree trunk

- Pole set against the tree trunk

- Use of rope for climbing

36




cmM euomcosmm’lon'g MLICH, O B D

alvoaimo  mlarlcdlw)es aluw oseaBsled COM GUOAINEMo MSMM) AUO)M) BIGEOW
som)o ©OUANWIRBIM  EO EUOELEEMAITHUB ©)aloqals) AUEYMG@IM  @REO@)MuOLIEEEPLl
B)lald @], 051608 TVIROAI0, HORIDAIMIA, agMIA! &HO0EMaOWIS]).

i. 008863168108 MmM)88 MM GUDEIOEMo

eHoOMWIGlWICRIW)0 B&)M)B ®IL)ESICRIW)0 @R)SBYEI0)MIA MI)GRAGMIAIOTID GaldRIMIWHO®d
amogleaile  Myweancleai)o  aflal Hog5)MoTeed MM cleal BMUIRNMIOe0 Ald0eEeZ)H
816S MTlalOom88 HMVAG MIEla)@leal aflal $)0)MIB M@ iR0NLIOD VOIS0 ag)miaid
ald06@e3)HS108 Mo M3 GLoELEIa)) AUE)M). Alaacn0]l® 01OTVWIVW®)OB®I AUSO®
®)02)) Gal@ DO(@CA M®) allMMSOIMSBS). AlD0OBHZGEBIS G2l@MM (aIGRUEEBSE1RI06M @R
©)6S @RUWINIOM G ((B6BBUT. F
ladom @103 '

- ag6em] 9alcWINla )88 GUOELIOEMo

- a0@d ehaflod)

- @S, $)3 DalCIN]o)8S GUOELOEMo N

- MBMM)alCWIN]2)88 GUOEUOEMo

- M8eWM] 9O )88 GUELIOEMo )
- MBADFBHUB DalcWIN]a)88 BUOELOEMO Cliff hunt - using basket

ii. neeEBgEld MIM)88 GO GUDEIOEMO.

m’laln]c]l e6=al Moo&Hl® caanlelwleal ageld @REIMIG8)0 2EEWIE Mmlm)o em
GUOEUEIB600). AUSOOVWIHo COM &)S)HSIBSGIMIT BT HISJOT &15)ONMIBS®)0
B 1B6NRIW  DaldHOEMEBRUY @RIV Al ) M @) 206 DO BGMNSEBRUD. RRIGIDD GUDELOEM
O®IM  (aloallemia)o al@lal®@ VMU0 @R LOUIUDIAEM. &IS)GSnal WA no6eREla0em
peigrmad (ApIS dorsata mowoeemow] &oemymM@). aflel aeEEE1d USHEWWIHo  B)S)HUD
80)alaf af)ejo AdaUo &)AUO)aN) LA oM aoarud (Bee treepagmmom) allgleemma).
af)®6eMI@IM) SHOOEMOAMDIGRISE Mo Mo (WEV]) 6&I101E)M) WLNOBMOTH T3

DO H0S1OF CREEINIEBIOG V) aldHA06N).

(a19GB W& 010D
- 2)0@ OO M8 A0 )& OS] GUOELICIES)MOY
- a)E®d /| M8 af)Mial 6&I agem] Mdmla)88 ol
- M8 agem] 9aleoniles)m ol
- M8 EREM] Dalcowleemm ©1o)
- @ROIG16LI DB MIBRIW] DalcIEe)aM ©lo)
- 0OEMSIVNGE alSle:u8 @01 H@0)aN ol

- 8 ogem] REEITY 21001 OQla] BN 1)

- S00)alcIrila] H@0YM @1 ! ,
Cliff hunt - using cane looping

37




The Honey Trees of the Nilgiris

Common forest trees preferred by bees for nesting are:
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From The CIliff to The Consumer

Honey is valuable, yet a large number of adivasis seldom benefit from sale of honey products.
Causes for this are many, but one rationale has been the poor quality of the honey that is displayed
for sale while another is the exploitation by middlemen who purchase honey for low rates.

Presently, with the collapse of barter trade, harvested honey has two main purposes -
Consumption At Home And Commercial Sale

Market presence focusses on the urgency to have better quality mechanisms and an economi-
cally viable marketing system. Keystone has developed simple guidelines to ensure better returns
for the actual harvester.

The process of value adding honey is carried on while maintaining a strict regime of quality
control. Focus on quality control should never waver. In addition, training is an excellent tool
for capacity building and an area where large hearted efforts need to be put for achieving a
superior product. The diagram explains various stages of processing and quality control mecha-
nisms that need to be put in place at each stage.

Quality Control Stage of Processing

*QC 1 -Only Apis dorsata honey.
No mixing with Apis cerana. ——  Harvesting Stage
Capped / Matutre honey

QC 2 - Training for Non Squeezing —_) Pre Processing
QC 3 - Checking of =)  Procurement at Centre

* Moisture Content
* Adulteration

* Preshness, Boiled Honey

l

QC 4 - Standard method of filtering —>»  Processing Stage

l

QC 5 - Ensure storage in recommended ——)  Storage

NZ—Z2—>0-

containers + temperature check

l

QC 6 - Check stamping, sealing —_— Stamping, Packing & Dispatch
& marking

*QC - Quality Control
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Stage I - Collection and Initial Processing

The group traditionally processed honey in the wilderness using cloth tied to a branch.
However, following Keystone’s experience and to maintain a high level of cleanliness and
hygiene:

Take the collected comb to the village or a clean place in the forest.
Carefully remove dead bees and dirt that might be attached to the comb.
Keep brood and pollen parts separate.

Cut along the mid rib as this leads to cutting both ends of comb and more honey drains
out without squeezing. Lateral, mid rib cutting of honey comb is highly advisable.

Next, cut the honey comb into smaller pieces to drain out maximum honey.

Tie comb pieces in a clean cloth and drain by gravity till all honey is drained out from
the comb.

The vessel for collection should be clean and dry.
Do not underestimate the importance of cleanliness - of the hunter, tools and vessels.

Store honey only in specified containers as improper storage can lead to contamination
through chemical reactions.

- The temperature of a hive is around 34 degrefs

- Honey is a thick solution and when it is heated,

- Honey has natural yeast. This yeast may die

Why honey should not

be heated?

centigrade. Honey temperatures more than
34-40 degrees cause a rise in HM
(Hydroxy methyl furfural). Rise in HMF is
hazardous to health and if there is upwand
deviation from 45-55 parts per million (a limit
set by The World Health Organisation), honely
is not accepted by most countries.

the transfer of heat is not equal over the entife
volume of honey. This may result in burning First stage of processing -
of sugar crystals where heat is more intense and stick placed on a rock

causes change in taste, flavour and chemigal
properties of honey.

when honey is heated.
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Stage II - Value addition & Sales

There are two stages of quality checks for honey. First, the quality of honey is checked for
predetermined parameters, during procurement. As the honeyhunters arrive with their harvest
from mid March onwards, honey samples are checked for moisture content which should not
be more than 24%. Each consignment of honey is marked and entered with details such as name
of the person, group details, village, area collected from and so on.

Besides, upon arrival, quality checks which validate the reliability of the person need to be
performed. For a first time supplier, there must be more than one level of test:

- Checking moisture content

- Conducting chemical tests

- Cultural tests on the person's credentials
Experience suggests that the cultural tests are perhaps as important as the others as it becomes

difficult for an unscrupulous person to hide his true roots and source of honey. After honey
is collected, it is sent to the hive for processing which is described below.

Processing Honey

The processing of honey starts as soon as it is procured. Keystone’s method of processing is
unigue in a way that it does not use heat treatment or additives. This helps in retaining the
natural characteristics and flavour of honey.

Filtration and Setting

Upto four layers of filter cloth are used depending on the polleqr’f 1\\:7-.)5
content and thickness of honey. No free fall of honey is permittedt %
as it may lead to air bubbles and subsequently, leakage. Thi v'\?‘,_ b
highly unadvisable especially when honey is packed and trang AE
ported across regions of differing atmospheric pressure, (air -
bubbles seek release and cause leakage when transported
from a region of low atmospheric pressure to a region .
of high atmospheric pressure). Filtered honey is kept in .,' ;:" e T
a setting tank for 48 hours to remove air bubbles that migjf.\t;j-' R e
have remained when the honey flows down. g‘f/{_:ﬁ

Packing and Sealing ¥ '"'"'—-——J‘”;

Filling of honey by pouring is avoided. There is no
free flow of honey into the bottle. Bottled honey is
again allowed to settle and air bubbles escape before
the bottle is finally packed for sale. After processing is over, honey is carefully packed with
details such as expiry date, origin of the honey and offered to the consumer.

Preferred method of processing -
using nylon filter
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AVOID THESE PRACTICES

— Squeezing of honey with hands

— Harvesting colonties that have wot

matured

— overharvesting of colonies

— Harvesting honey with a high
molsture content

— Working in moist conditions

— Unhygienic handling § Storing

— Mixing of different types of honey

— Using Lnappropriate containers to store
honey

— Poor quality control during processing

— Not selling to a reliable dealer/market

46

Storage Rules

- Air tight containers; must be non-reactive
- Food grade storing containers
- Stainless steel material for processing
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Management of Honey

Honey must be handled carefully during all the stages of processing. Satisfactory processing
is one of the key factors assisting the claim that natural unmodified honey is best in taste and
quality.

- Honey with distinct taste and flavour to be stored separately

- Conversely, similar honey based on bee species, area, plant source and taste are stored
together to effect continuity for each sample

- If pollen has to be removed, it is to be done using a butter paper which is lightly laid
on top of the honey, tapped and removed

- Pack honey containing pollen separately for discerning customers

- Pack honey with differing moisture levels, separately

- Use simple multi-layered filters to increase efficiency

- Avoid air bubbles in packed honey

- Filtering in dust free and clean atmosphere

- Dryness to be maintained as honey is hygroscopic. Avoid packing during rainy days
- Keep honey raised above ground to prevent moisture seeping from below

- If honey is stored in a drum or earthen pot, layer the inside portion with bees wax
- Avoid direct sunlight to prevent bacterial activity

- Store in a cool and dark place

Squeezing the comb is not recommended because

It leads to mixing of larvae juice with the honey which results in fermentation

It involves use of bare hands which is unhygenic and unhealthy

It leads to mixing of pollen with honey which is not preferred by several people as
it adds a grainy taste to the honey

It changes the composition of honey through impurity
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An Earth Flowing With Honey

A primeval profession as honey hunting has deep roots pervading the lives and societies where
honey hunters breathe. It is the thread which binds honey hunters wherever they are. It provides
spiritual, social and cultural satisfaction. Economically, it is a rewarding exercise. Yet, things
have changed a lot over the past.

Today, few adivasis embark on the forest-laden paths. The present generation shies away from
the craft, implying that the good life of today’s world is far more attractive than these adven-
tures. Bees no longer flood the cliffs in their millions. Reduction of combs has led to a fall

in income and loss of interest in this profession. Only few adivasis still understand the special
link that binds them to the bee and its ecology. Commerce has replaced the voyage of a cul-
turally significant event. Forests have dwindled...

Other concerns facing honey hunters and bees alike, is a shrinking habitat, use of pesticides
and rapidly changing weather patterns disturbing the ecology. Problems are aplenty yet hope
arises out of the fact that the honey hunter is a naturally born conservationist who gazes at the
forest with deference and not in competition.

It is true that honey is one of the most important products originating from the wild. Honey
has innumerable uses that find mention in modern medicine as well as traditional systems such
as Ayurveda, Unani, Siddha and others. A health conscious society has ever increasing needs
for produce such as honey. With spiraling demands, where does it leave the two important cogs
- the hunter and the bee? Will he become a mere supplier to the hungry needs of society or
continue living his carefree style? Will the bee collapse under the weight of increased demand
or continue to pollinate flowers along its path?

Eventually, the role of the bee and the hunter in this cycle of production and consumption needs
to be better acknowledged. As a caretaker of the environment, the honey hunter understands
the linkages between conservation of the bee and its effects on his livelihood. His understanding
must be taken into consideration while taking decisions at the policy or ground level. Reviving
his ties, and that of his offspring, to a conservation centric ethic will prove beneficial. Pressure
needs to be lessened on the bees to reverse dwindling productions. Increased livelihood op-
portunities such as beekeeping will have twin benefits - of increasing production of honey and
reducing pressure on the bees. This and a persistent effort to follow up forest protection with
a zeal will provide both the hunter and the bee, a degree of respite - that may well be enough
to induce fresh air down the badly parched lungs of environment today.
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Annexutes
Annexure | - The Peechi-Keni Folklore

There is a folklore about a lady called Peechi, who lived about 5 generations back, during the
time when women also did honey hunting and climbed down steep cliffs. One such high cliff
with many colonies was a challenge by the men folk to Peechi - climb down the rope and
harvest colonies. She took up the challenge and successfully harvested the colonies. While
she was climbing up, the men, due to jealousy, cut the rope on top and she fell into the deep
abyss ken) and died. Till today, her spirit is supposed to continue haunting the place and
nobody harvests honey from these cliffs. Since then, they worship this lady and seek pardon
for the act of jealousy and to protect them while hunting honey. The folklore shows that during
that period, women were strong and independently took up activities, which are now, so called
dominated by men.

Annexure Il - Uses of honey and bees wax

Honey Bees Wax

- As a special diet for new born children, - Base to prepare creams, lotions,
pregnant women and old people lip sticks and ointments

- During traditional festivals and - Polishes, castings, dental equipment
ceremonies and some confectionaries

- As medicine in combination with other| - Sealing material (e.g. honey containers)
herbs - Pharmaceuticals

- As Food - Plant grafting

- Candles
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Annexure III - Forest Material used during Honey hunting

Name of Plant ol 5lels :g e
2ITIE|S|IZS ¥

| 5 5|5|5|2|5|8

Botanical name Local name Malayalam Parts Used S
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Q@i nonyati ssi nm Riis PYON=IaY led 3

Al zz aamra Ujraam QIoaf lef 3

Bedliasaraa \drroqa avonioen lef 3

Kdaaldm Batbmaiam afmi / &0550016mee 3
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