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“With beautiful detail, Shulman tells the tale of a city, however rich or poor, that has always wanted to eat well. From a Harlem numbers house that lured gamblers with city-grown produce to a hipster butcher transforming a corner of Williamsburg, Eat the City reminds us that New York’s true foodies live in every corner, in every class, of every borough.”

—Tracie McMillan, author of The American Way of Eating




“Robin Shulman shows the farms beneath the feet of New Yorkers … Hers is an industrial, social, political, and of course culinary geography of the city, with finely observed portraits of the people, young and old, who are intent on following the footsteps of forebears they might not know they had—not just in farming, fishing, butchering, and brewing, but in calling for social justice for everyone who produces food.”

—Corby Kummer, author of The Joy of Coffee and The Pleasures of Slow Food




“A lovely, well-written, and fascinating account of people who built and continue to build New York through its food production, cultivation and creation … Shulman moves seemingly effortlessly between past and present in order to set the amazing stories of the people she writes about within a historical context. That is an amazingly difficult thing to do well.”

—Suzanne Wasserman, PhD, director of the Gotham Center for New York City History/CUNY
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For my mother, Barbara, a nourisher,

and my father, Art, an improviser.

And for my grandparents,

Irv and Ruth, Sadie and Harry, and also Rose.




 


More grows in the garden than the gardener has sown.

—AN OLD SAYING




Together, as the architects of something perfectly ordinary—our own lives—we became builders of a city so big and various it is beyond knowing.

—KATHARINE GREIDER
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

I began gathering material for this book in 2005, and worked intensively from January 2010 to December 2011. I was not present for all of the events I describe. Interviews, published and unpublished letters, journals, reports and minutes of meetings, newspaper and magazine stories, census and other government records, maps, talks, and historians’ accounts all helped to reconstruct events that happened long ago. For more recent events, I also interviewed multiple participants, visited sites, and viewed television stories, videos, social-media sites, and blogs.

One name in this book, a child’s, has been changed, to protect her privacy.

Where a quote is not from my own interviews, I have included sources in the Notes at the end of the book.

While conducting research, I interviewed hundreds of people and read hundreds of books. For complete information on sources, see my website, www.robinshulman.com.
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INTRODUCTION

ONE DAY WHEN I was seventeen, I turned onto my Manhattan block to see a man sitting on my stoop, his stringy brown hair falling into his face as he leaned forward to focus on the needle he was sticking into his arm. He was blocking the entrance to my building. I slowed my pace, so he could finish before I arrived.

“Um, excuse me,” I said, pausing in front of the stoop. The man courteously took the syringe out of his bruised, punctured forearm and stood to the side. I turned my key in the lock, pushed inside, and pulled the door shut tight behind me. This was what my neighbors were complaining about at building meetings. This was the overflow from the drug mart on the vacant land next door.

It was 1993, and I was new to New York, attending college, and living during the summer on Fourth Street between Avenues C and D. On my block in that far east of Manhattan, buildings were black with char, windows punched out, and sidewalks were tilted and overgrown with weeds. Vacant lots were piled with household detritus and scraps of wood and steel from tenements that had burned and been demolished. There was always a salesman standing in some shadow chanting the names of heroin brands like an incantation: “Roadrunner, Roadrunner, Roadrunner,” or “Satan, Satan, Satan.” Gunshots and sirens sounded almost every night. Video stores sold nothing but action and porn. Enormous portraits adorned with doves and flourishes were spray-painted onto brick walls to memorialize dead kids my own age.

The action took place beneath my bedroom window, where the demolition of twelve-odd adjacent buildings had created a grassy plain, stretching the whole depth of the block from Fourth to Fifth streets. I would peer out as people traded wads of cash for vials, or poked through the rubble before nodding off in the trash. Sometimes a regular would disappear, and I’d wonder if he or she was still alive.

Kids in my building knew not to even look as they walked around grown women and men passed out still clutching a syringe on the sidewalk outside the vacant land. The kids certainly knew not to venture into the no-man’s-land of a yard.

Their childhood was unfathomably different from my own, in a small farming town where we picked wild blackberries and rhubarb and mint in the depths of unmowed backyards and swam in clay-bottomed ponds. Here in New York, I began to wonder how a whole society had allowed this wilderness of human neglect.

But one day, I noticed a dozen of my neighbors at work, shoveling up the vacant land. Venturing into the yard, I smelled earth, along with stale, spilt beer, and felt the high grasses brush against my calves, prickling like needles.

“We’re going to clean the place up, fence it off, and plant it,” said my neighbor, sweating and leaning on his rake. “Want to help?” I put on thick gloves to shovel loads of vials and syringes and broken glass into heavy-duty green garbage bags.

It took my neighbors all spring and most of the summer to clear the space. When clean, the landscape, with its frayed, overgrown grasses and enormous size, had a weirdly bucolic look, like an unevenly balding country heath. New people started to venture in—a lady knelt in the dirt to plant seedlings, little kids kicked around a luminous blue ball, and a group of guys with guitars and drums played bomba y plena late into the night, their songs carrying on the breeze and lulling me to sleep. There was something savory about a slow, hot midsummer evening when the kids ran through the garden long past dark while their parents laughed around a card table. In a place surrounded by violence, taking up space with regular life seemed like an act of defiance.

Soon, I found myself waking up to the creaky call of a black-eyed, red-wattled rooster. I would see him strutting around the garden, his tough, reptilian talons navigating the broken glass around the central pathway and the soft black earth of the raised vegetable beds. My neighbors fed him kitchen scraps and regarded him lovingly—until one day he fell silent.

“Chicken soup,” explained my seven-year-old neighbor, Carolina, cheerfully. Her dad had wrung the rooster’s neck and followed a family recipe, adding cilantro from the herb beds. “He was delicious,” she said.

Only when Carolina pointed out that the rooster had never been a pet did I realize that most of the people I saw in the garden were not planting decorative flowers, but engaged in the serious work of tending vegetables and livestock. In a few years, the far east of Fourth Street had gone from buildings to prairie to a small working farm.

All through the neighborhood, wherever people could find an empty patch of ground, they were planting tomatoes, squashes, and greens, raising chickens and rabbits and turkeys and ducks, living off the fat of the urban landscape. Just about every block had some kind of chicken, many of them strange, spiky-feathered exotics from Japan, their owners would tell you, or birds that laid blue or green eggs like Easter specials. The chicken keepers ranged from sentimentalists to casual slaughterers, variously interested in eggs, meat, cockfighting, and company.

In the early 1990s, the Lower East Side was a free-for-all where you could do anything you wanted in a vacant lot, and it turned out that a lot of people wanted to produce their own food. The farming felt somehow like an antidote to the fires, the drugs, and the death that had come before. In a place that had seemed bent on self-destruction, people had figured out collective action to sustain themselves with something as elemental as food. It was like an old-fashioned morality play, the destroyers against the producers, where the producers win—with the rooster as the stand-in for the phoenix rising from the ashes.

EVENTUALLY I left Fourth Street to work as a journalist in the Middle East. For years I trundled back and forth between various points in the U.S. and abroad, and in 2005, when I came back to New York for good, little was recognizable. Gardens had been bulldozed, vacant lots built into orderly new condos, murals painted over, gunshots stopped. Empty storefronts along Avenue C had turned into sweet little bistros and wine bars. Landlords were recruiting more high-rent professionals, and a lot of my former neighbors had moved away. Once or twice when I got out of the subway station and saw glimmering glass towers, I did a double take, thinking I’d exited at the wrong stop.

Already dispirited from reporting on war, terrorism, and destruction, now I also felt unmoored in the place I had called home. Maybe, I thought, I should literally plant roots. I started with tomatoes and cucumbers and basil in the garden on Fourth Street, which had survived after my neighbors fought to change its status to an official city parkland. Soon I realized I was more fascinated by the stories of the other gardeners than I was patient with the solitary labor of coaxing life from soil.

A debate was raging over the latest batch of roosters in the garden. Newcomers complained to the city about the racket—one rooster seemed to think each bright light was a new dawn and crowed at every set of passing headlights, while the others would chime in when a car alarm went off or they heard the bass in a boom box. The roosters had their supporters. But a vocal new faction was convinced that the birds posed the threat of avian flu. Emails with the subject line “The Chicken Question” piled up in my inbox. Soon the roosters were hustled into a borrowed truck and dispatched to an upstate sanctuary.

Yet elsewhere in the city, chickens were suddenly showing up as the backyard pets of young professionals. In one family I met in the Red Hook section of Brooklyn—a real estate agent and a college administrator with three kids—the woman of the house rose early in the morning, went out to the chicken coop, fed the birds, gathered their eggs, and sold a cartonful to anyone who came knocking in response to the sign in the window promising EGGS FOR SALE. The family kept four Rhode Island Reds, good sturdy American chickens, layers of eggs, survivors of winter, busty purveyors of white-meat flesh; two Golden Polish, birds with a feathery waterfall of bangs over their whole heads; two delicate little Egyptian Fayoumis, descended from the Nile Delta; and four French birds: two black-bodied, blue-legged Crèvecoeurs, and two Cuckoo Marans that laid chocolate-brown eggs. The man of the house took overly aggressive roosters to a nearby slaughterhouse and then cooked them on the grill. The family dreamed of expanding into a full-fledged urban egg farm, of coming home from the office to clean chicken shit.

What was going on here?

“It’s this new thing,” a friend told me knowingly. “I think it’s an urban back-to-the-land trend.”

But I knew that producing food had already transformed at least one neighborhood in the 1990s: mine. And I wondered if it had happened before, throughout the city. I began to investigate.

MORE than a century ago, far away in the little villages of eastern Europe, tired mothers crooned to their wakeful children the Sholom Aleichem lullaby: In America, there will be chicken soup in the middle of the week. They fulfilled that promise when they arrived in the newly constructed yet already crowded tenement buildings of my neighborhood, where they kept chickens, ducks, turkeys, and geese. There was squawking and clucking in hallways, apartments, basements, and narrow airshaft yards. It’s not hard to envision a mother walking up wood stairs in my building, carrying her young child past an occasional flapping and feathery flight to the windowsill. For how long has a rooster wakened the people of Fourth Street? A hundred years? Two hundred?

How did history bring us to where we are? In an enormous, overdeveloped city with millions of citizens and hundreds of years of momentum, how do people mark the landscape with their own personal hunger?

I decided to find out. I took the subway deep into the boroughs to meet people who grow vegetables and fruits and mushrooms, who fish and forage, who go clamming and trapping, who collect honey, who produce cheese and yogurt, who make beer, wine, hard liquor and liqueurs, who keep goats for milk, and quails, ducks, and chickens for eggs, and who butcher city-grown rabbits, turkeys, roosters, and pigs. They invited me to rooftops and basements, rivers and fish tanks, fire escapes, window ledges, warehouses, packing plants, storefronts, breweries, wineries, and community farms.

Some of them were misplaced rural folk dreaming farm dreams on the subway. They were next-generation foodies forever seeking a more complex and rustic thrill from the homemade. They were people of limited means looking to save or make money. They were eccentrics obsessed with process. They were sentimentalists chasing tradition; they were parents concerned with health. They were professional artisans, and they were manufacturers focusing on profit. They were philosopher-farmers trying to build a new American urban life. In the most heavily built urban environment in the country, they showed me an organic city full of intrepid people who want to make things grow.

In libraries and archives and private homes, I paged through stacks of books, letters, journals, drawings, and photos related to the sugar trade in the 1700s, beer brewing in the 1800s, meatpacking in the 1900s. In a growing global metropolis, pumping out wealth, I began to piece together a picture of a hidden city where people concerned themselves with food and drink.

Perhaps it’s only natural that this behemoth of a port city early on became a center of commercial food manufacturing. At one time or another, the land that became New York City led national production of oysters, coffee, sugar, vegetables, milk, yogurt, ice cream, margarine, beer, and kosher wine.

Long past the golden age of agriculture in New York, some urbanites continued to make their own basic foods. Homemade food appeared during times of economic, political, and cultural crisis. When people have lost their jobs or endured wars and prohibitions—in times of scarcity—they have been pressed into production. They have grown vegetables on the fire escape, kept rabbits for stews, and crushed grapes to make wine. They have foraged their own greens and berries in parks and brewed their own beer. Often they have been newcomers who insist on their own vision of the good life, in which food comes from trusted hands: their own or their neighbor’s.

Cities have resources that people can tap in surprising ways. Amid the concrete and glass and steel are untended bits of wildlife, where invasive Japanese knotweed can be gathered to use like rhubarb, beach plums can be picked by the water, tree ear fungus can be harvested for hot and sour soup, blackberries can be hunted in a shaded grove, and dandelion greens in the sun. Cities also have train depots and shipping docks, where grapes can be imported for making wine, hops and barley can be brought in for beer, and raw sugar for refining. Big warehouses and expansive rooftops provide space where people can innovate new ways of intensive farming. Unpoliced neighborhoods and genteel blocks will tolerate chickens; fish can be caught on piers and bridges and boats and in aquaponic systems and basement tanks. People will always find ways to summon these resources to survive and thrive. They will use the geography of the city, its soil, its water, its light, its space, its transportation connections, its human creativity and energy—and its hunger—to produce food.

Look at old maps and you’ll find food written all over the city in names that recall personal and local preoccupations. Parts of Harlem have been known as Goatsville and Pig’s Alley. Hog Island, meanwhile, had been named by the Dutch who raised pigs there; Pigtown was an area in the Flatbush section of Brooklyn where pigeon houses and chicken coops thrived as well as pigs; and Hog Town was a part of Midtown whose recidivist pig keepers resisted swine clearance efforts with guns. Various Bone Alleys grew up throughout the city near the homes of professional bone pickers; West Twelfth Street and West Thirty-Ninth Street were both once called Abattoir Place, after local businesses. On Skinner Street, now Cliff Street, butchers sold animal skeletons as well as hides still attached to horns and tails; people used the skulls to decorate their storefronts and carriages; and kids built animal-skin forts they would defend from other gangs. Pearl Street was named after the discarded oyster shells that littered it long ago. Sugar Loaf Street, today’s Franklin Street, was named for a sugar house. On the Brooklyn waterfront, Java Street was named for the coffee unloaded from ships coming from the other side of the world. Mulberry Street, Cherry Street, Orchard Street, the Meatpacking District. Turtle Bay, where today you’d be hard-pressed to find turtle soup, and Coney Island, where few coneys—rabbits—survive. The Bowery is named after Peter Stuyvesant’s old Dutch farm, or bouwerij, that it once traversed.

The first Europeans to land in what became New York Harbor found an eater’s paradise: hillsides reddened with ripening strawberries; waters crowded with twelve-inch oysters and six-foot lobsters; walnut and chestnut forests and orchards of sweet apples and pears; skies darkened by throngs of blackbirds, quail, and partridges; grounds replete with gamboling deer, forty-pound wild turkeys, and Native American crops of squash, beans, and maize. For more than a hundred years after the Dutch settled Manhattan, Staten Island, Brooklyn, Queens, and the Bronx in the 1600s, most everybody raised their own vegetables, pigs, and goats, and the occasional cow. Even after the English took over, many people still brewed their own beer, made their own wine, and tended beehives for honey. But by the early 1800s, new ideas of urbanity and sophistication were at odds with the presence of pigs, goats, and dirt plots of vegetables. New York could not be a world-class city and also collect fertilizer from a manure pit.

The agricultural city became an industrial one; in 1865, Brooklyn had five hundred factories; by 1870, a thousand; by 1880, over five thousand. Suddenly, in a few quick decades at the end of the nineteenth century, the last of the farms became housing. The railroads had laid track for a national food network—no need to grow it all here. The subway and elevated trains allowed people to live farther from the city center, right on top of onetime crops. The idea of factory production became the norm, as sugar refineries, breweries, and wineries thrived throughout the city. Welloff city-born folk saw urban agricultural production as the sign of a dirty rube. New York was a food manufacturing city until after World War II, when planners began to view the city as too big, rich, and important to concern itself with such basic needs as food. The costs of land and labor rose and dirty industry was zoned out of city life. Food production receded from view.

·  ·  ·

AS I continued to research this book, my conception of what I was writing changed. Taking the subway to meet people young and old, poor and rich, native-born and immigrant, I realized that I was uncovering an unseen city of thriving food production, full of practices that most New Yorkers don’t share and aren’t even aware exist. Unbeknownst to many chroniclers of the city, these practices have continued over time. I began to see how the history of food is geography, immigration, culture, urban planning, science, technology, education, health, real estate, economics: the history of the city itself. This book is about all of those things, but it is most of all about how people express and share the impulse to create and sustain.

People know this city for its ostentatious displays, its speed of life and change, its ability to tear things down and build back up. I was more interested in the intimate, homely city where food creates community, as among a few people netting tiny silvered fish near the mouth of the Bronx River, or founding a newfangled, old-style butcher shop where the butchers show the customers new cuts of meat.

Food, of course, is about hunger. We eat what we miss and what we want to become, the foods of our childhoods and the symbols of the lives we hope to lead.

And so many people continue to labor in a sometimes hostile environment to create something small, pure, odd, personal, transitory: food.
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HONEY

SUNDAYS IN THE SUMMER, Andrew Coté likes to hive hop, collecting honey. Sometimes he takes the subway from his apartment on the Lower East Side, his smoker and his bag of hive tools banging against his thigh as he walks. But mostly he drives a white Toyota Tundra pickup abuzz with bees hovering over the truck bed, where their honey has been stashed. They will travel with the truck for hours, from one borough to another, seeking to reclaim what is theirs in a scene out of an urban Winnie-the-Pooh.

Andrew curses his way through traffic, flips one-handed through a giant ring for keys to the next rooftop hive building, and parks wherever he can find a space.

Much of city beekeeping is vertical work. Up a narrow stairway in the dingy darkness, carrying tools to hives on a roof in the shadow of the Brooklyn Bridge. Down six flights of stairs from rooftop hives on a different building on Second Avenue, balancing heavy, oozing frames of honey.

Back outside, truck full of honey, when someone pauses and stares at the buzzing bees still lingering above the truck, Andrew says, “We’re out of here,” and guns the motor. When a cruiser slows down and a cop yells out the window, “Is that honey?” Andrew cheerfully calls, “Legal since April 2010! Want to try?”

While hobbyist beekeepers usually maintain just a hive or two, Andrew practices a particularly muscular brand of urban beekeeping, managing forty hives on rooftops, terraces, and balconies, and in yards and gardens in Manhattan, Brooklyn, and Queens. A fourth-generation beekeeper, Andrew is a kind of honey lord with a petty honey fiefdom, supervising a network of hundreds of novices he has taught and mentored in the city. He sells boxlike hives he makes himself, along with packages of bees as starter kits. At the New York City Beekeepers Association that he helped launch, he presides over monthly meetings, which routinely draw the illuminati of the beekeeping world—great beekeepers, authors of books on honey, artists focused on bees.

To hear Andrew tell it, honey-making is a hustle. It’s nothing like producing wine or cheese, where you mix careful quantities of ingredients together, monitor temperatures and chemical processes, and tend a thing while it becomes something else. In beekeeping, your job is observation, fraud, and theft. You set up conditions (a good clean hive, water, a supply of nearby flowers) so the bees feel equipped to plan for the future. Sooner or later, your bees will fly forth and suck nectar from flowers, spit in enzymes that thicken and preserve it, and construct cells of wax in which to store it as food for the long winter. Driven by instinct that looks like artisanal zeal, they will use their tiny wings as fans to cool the wax in summer and warm it in fall. Many die. You, on the other hand, just pry open the lid of the hive, which the bees, perhaps foreseeing such crimes, have sealed shut with a sappy glue they extract from plants. You knock out the bees with a dose of smoke and seize their waxen provisions. And then you’re out, with nary a sting. You’ve got honey.

Of course, Andrew will tell you that in cities, beekeeping is more complicated. You’ve got to find a place to install a hive—perhaps some unused roof or flower-filled community garden—and lobby co-op boards and garden members to approve. You’ve got to make arrangements for access at least once every few weeks. You’ve got to carry around heavy protective clothing to keep from getting stung—many times—as a single bee stinging emits a scent that alerts other bees to join the attack.

In a crowded city, you have to work especially hard to prevent a swarm, a hive reproduction technique whereby half the bees in a colony fly off to find a new home and cluster for hours or maybe days in some tree—or, in the case of New York, one of many treelike structures, such as a traffic light or a street sign in front of the Bulgari jewelry store on Fifth Avenue. It looks like the stuff of horror films: a ball of 30,000 bees flying through the air making a noise like a buzz saw, Andrew will say. People get scared. Nearby businesses can’t operate, and crowds gather to stare. A beekeeper can head this off by dividing the hive in two when it’s particularly populous and active—but the timing has to be right. In case of error, Andrew and other experienced beekeepers set up a swarm hotline where anyone can leave a voice message that gets sent as a text alert to phones including Andrew’s. He will grab his beekeeping gear and rush over. Like a hooded superhero on a utility ladder, he will trap the swarm and spirit the bees away to a new hive.

New York City outlawed beekeeping in 1999, and for a decade afterward, a clandestine apiarist culture survived despite the risk of a $2,000 fine for an illicit hive. People put up screens and walls and grew foliage to hide the hives in their gardens. On rooftops, they painted hives gray to look like air conditioning units, or red, like chimneys. After removing frames of honey, they wrapped them in garbage bags and sealed them with duct tape before carrying them, quietly buzzing, into public view. They hosted underground honey tastings and sold their wares in boutique groceries. At most, there were a few dozen beekeepers in the city, and the hobby seemed to attract lone eccentrics, such as a Brooklyn drag performer who sold honey under his female alias, and a man in the Bronx who lived in a rectory and had learned beekeeping from a Trappist monk. Finally when beekeeping became legal again in 2010, new beekeepers emerged in force.

Often they’re in it for the honey. City honey is an edible record of available nectar in the urban landscape, and a discerning palate can see and taste the distinctive flavors of different neighborhoods. A complex and nuanced South Bronx honey comes from bees feasting on flora at the nearby botanical garden. A Manhattan East Village honey, pale with a minty taste from bees working the linden trees, has hints of apple, peach, and rose, from the many community gardens. A Prospect Heights, Brooklyn, honey is heavy from the Echinacea flowers of a local garden and from Prospect Park itself. In some neighborhoods, the honey is so sweet, it’s overwhelming: sharp, almost acid. In others, it is light, high, citrusy, and tangy. Elsewhere it’s musky and indistinct—or nutty, spicy, with a bitter aftertaste. Hives near one another generally produce similarly flavored honeys, so that if you were to map a particular city’s honey flavors, you would see gradually shifting regions determined by prominent nearby flowers. It’s even easier to track the changing flavors of honey throughout the season as various flowers bloom and fade. Early honey, from clover and the spring-flowering trees, is light in color and flavor, and the later stuff from goldenrod in the fall has a deep hue with a heavy taste.

Some newer beekeepers have been moved to the hobby by tales of colony collapse disorder, the name for a phenomenon in which whole colonies of bees disappear. The cause has not yet been fully determined, but studies point toward systemic pesticides. Farmers and commercial beekeepers, whose bees pollinate agricultural crops, began to talk about a dearth of pollinators to produce fruits and vegetables across the country. Urban bees were less affected, and some city people began to tend their own hive in hopes that they could somehow bolster the species. A sense of crisis in beekeeping peaked just as New York City legalized the practice. Interest soared.

Urban beekeepers all over the country do what Andrew does: They are swarm wranglers, bee dealers, hive inspectors, club leaders, beekeeping teachers, honey sellers. But most major cities that allow beekeeping have a long-standing institution with a stable community to manage problems. In Chicago, a nonprofit cooperative contracts with City Hall to manage the hives on its roof. In San Francisco and Seattle, volunteer organizations have collected swarms for decades. But in New York, all this is new, and Andrew Coté is often the one to educate, mediate, and trap wayward bees. The recent legalization of urban beekeeping unleashed a wave of pent-up interest from aspiring beekeepers, fans of bees, and the media. These days, Andrew often works with a pack of acolytes in tow, a microphone clipped to his T-shirt and a lens trained on his face.

Andrew’s own group for hobbyist beekeepers, the New York City Beekeepers Association, grew to 300 active members in just a few years following legalization. He alone trained 320 people in beekeeping in two years, while a competing beekeeping meet-up group trained another 400. Perhaps New York has become the city with the most interest in urban beekeeping in the history of beekeeping in American cities. But bees are wild creatures that cannot be tamed, and that can create unforeseen problems—interpersonal problems that require diplomacy not generally associated with keepers of honeybees. Problems that are, so to speak, sticky.

At thirty-nine years old, Andrew is fit, strong, and tightly strung. He’s classically handsome enough that a modeling scout signed him up while he was working at his market honey stand, and he ended up starring in a Goldman Sachs ad. He has a flirtatious sparkle in his eye, a quick grin, a quicker wit, a handy touch, a low tolerance for error, and moods that shift as quickly and totally as a sudden storm. He has worked as a community college professor of English but also spent time in Iraq. He doesn’t like to talk about what he did there, but he came back in 2006 with post-traumatic stress disorder and Monday-afternoon appointments with a shrink. Now he seems to lack the self-corrective feature that makes human interaction bearable. He can be incredibly dedicated: When a bus hit his cargo van last spring while he was delivering bees, the bloodied Andrew, covered in broken glass and lying on a gurney by an ambulance, phoned other beekeepers to come pick up their packages. Yet he also punches people when he’s mad. He tears up when he’s sad. He writes vengeful emails to strangers. Fellow beekeeper David Selig says, “He’s like an angry bee.”

·  ·  ·

ONE late-summer day in 2009, David Selig—shirtless, barefoot, hot—stepped out onto the deck off his bedroom, climbed a utility ladder up to the roof, coffee mug in hand, and tiptoed across the scalding silver surface to visit his bees. He had already collected early honey from two hives he had installed on his roof in the spring: It had been a pale tawny color, strained of all flavor but a newborn sweetness, like the first clover blossoms. But now, as he settled with his coffee, squatting near the entrance of the hive, he noticed something strange. The foragers flying back from gathering nectar were glowing in the late-afternoon light, incandescent, as though lit up by an internal red bulb.

Something unusual had clearly affected his bees. David is a calm person: He’s thoughtful, low-voiced, he is not rash. He finished his coffee, noting the disconcerting beauty of his red bees in the sun, like living, moving warning lights. Then he stepped back down the ladder and went inside to Google “red bees.” The search turned up nothing much—Red Bee comics, Red Bee crafts, Red Bee Media. When he went back to the roof to check the hives, the bees no longer looked red, the honeycomb seemed fine, and he chose to assume that whatever had been amiss, had passed.

David was in love with honey. Not just the sweetness, but the way it connects you with the place where you are, since bees, collecting nectar and pollen from flowers, skim what they need from any environment and transform it into something you can taste. When he traveled to Syria, Turkey, and Jamaica, he would taste the honey, seek out beekeepers, and find that often, through their bees, they noticed changes in botany and climate, industry and agriculture, that others did not. “I enjoy observing nature,” David would say when he got stung and his skin swelled and reddened with a rush of blood. Bees had first fascinated him when he was a child helping to keep them during summers at his grandparents’ farm in Ontario, Canada. More recently, David, a restaurateur with chains of successful eateries, had opened a kind of honey bar for wholesalers where people could sample single-varietal honeys on wooden blocks, such as wild lavender honey from Provence, fragrant and incredibly light and dry on the tongue. Ultimately, he sold the place after it was featured in a magazine and he was flooded with hundreds of orders a day. “Honey doesn’t pour quickly,” he said. “We just couldn’t even keep up with orders.”

When he finally decided to buy his own house with his girlfriend, it seemed natural to ask Andrew Coté to provide materials for two white wood-frame hives for David to install on the rooftop.

David didn’t see a red bee again until the next year, during his second summer in the house, when day after day the thermometer edged over 90 degrees. Beekeeping had just become legal, and others with new hives in the neighborhood were worried about the heat. David’s girlfriend, Cecilia Dean, a fashion muse and editor of an avant-garde magazine, parked herself under the ceiling fan, the dog, Mott, lolled with his tongue out, the two cats barely moved, and David went to check on his charges on the roof. He stepped through the threshold of Cecilia’s museum-like walk-in closet—packed with vintage Helmut Lang and Martin Margiela suits, custom-made gifts from Karl Lagerfeld and Marc Jacobs, spiky stilettos from Nicholas Kirkwood and thigh-high boots from Balenciaga—and onto the deck. He climbed the ladder to the roof, and as he sat with his soy latte to enjoy watching the bees, he noticed that they were again glowing red.

He jammed scraps of wood and twine for burning into his beekeeper’s smoker, a metal device like a bellows that breathes a cool, pleasant-smelling smoke that has a calming effect on bees. Then he banged away at the propolis, the sticky substance the bees use to close up the hive. He pried off the lid with a flat-headed tool, directed the smoke toward the bees within, and pulled out a frame from inside. Reassuringly, it was heaving with honey. But the substance looked unusually dark. And when he held it up to the morning sun, he saw that the honey was an untrue, electric shade somewhere between fuchsia and scarlet. He pulled out frame after frame of the second hive, only to find the same. And there were his bees, flying back to their hives, bright red lights themselves, to efficiently deposit the neon nectars of their labors, leaving blazing droplets like so many scattered pomegranate seeds on the white wood.

“Then you freak out,” David said.

A bee’s-eye view of New York City shows a landscape if not lavishly fecund, then sufficient. Whole dizzying blocks have been planted to produce the intensely sweet blossoms of magnolia trees, the fragrant florets of linden trees, the curling pink flowers of cherry trees, and the cloudlike white cluster blooms of ornamental pear trees. In backyards of brownstones and row houses are azaleas and rhododendrons and lilacs; in apartment windowsill boxes and fire escape planters are impatiens and sweet alyssum and geraniums. Tiny blossoms stud Japanese knotweed plants in the alleys, and frilly flowers from mugwort growing out of the cracks of sidewalks beckon on burned-out, untended blocks. Even rubbled lots riddled with vials and syringes, Corona bottles and Red Bull cans, soon enough sprout fast-growing ailanthus trees, with blossoms the color of cream, in a kind of unattended urban renewal. Asters and goldenrod and early-flowering willows grow along the rivers, on the swamps, by the highways. Delicate blooms of Queen Anne’s lace shoot out of the ballast at railroad tracks. Rooftop gardens and decks produce blossoms from tomatoes and mint, squashes and oregano, melons and lavender, cabbages and rosemary, kale and peppers and chives, all of them offering their nectar to the discerning bee. The lawns of the great parks teem with the go-to flowers of weedy white clover, dandelions in the spring, and napweed in August. Park beds foster black-eyed Susans, Echinacea, yarrow, sunflowers, sedums, wisteria. For a bee, guided by eyes that respond to ultraviolet light, and a sense of smell as powerful as a hound dog’s, most every nook and cranny in the city blooms.

A bee needs to forage nectar all summer long, and, surprisingly, an urban landscape can offer bees a more diverse diet than a rural one. Contemporary rural landscapes are often dedicated to a single large-scale crop. If the only plant around is, say, soybeans, then bees can starve before the soybean plant opens its flowers. Commercial beekeepers whose main income generator is pollination regularly feed their bees high-fructose corn syrup as a dietary supplement in dry periods between work. Hobby beekeepers in isolated bits of California and Florida say that they have to supplement their bees’ diet too, in times during the summer when there’s no nectar or pollen for them to forage. This happens less in cities, because the flora are more diverse. Yet bees need volume, too, and city flowers may be hard to find in quantity enough to sate a hungry hive.

In the 1980s and early 1990s, as more people in New York City took up gardening in abandoned, burned, and industrial neighborhoods, some watched their flourishing flowers shrivel and die. They worried their plants were not being pollinated. So they fertilized their squashes and cucumbers by hand, snipping off all of the flower but the pollen tube on the male plant and nuzzling it against the newly open female. Roger Repohl, a community gardener who lives in the Morrisania section of the South Bronx, recalls that his own plants weren’t doing as well as he wished. “The horticulturists came by and said, ‘That’s because the South Bronx is so devastated at this time, there’s not enough pollinators,’ ” said Roger, who soon took up beekeeping. Across the city, various community gardens quietly installed illicit beehives behind a wall or in a bush, and a few knowledgeable people trained others in the care and maintenance of honeybees.

John Ascher, a bee expert at the American Museum of Natural History, says that fear of insufficient pollinators may have been unfounded. Apis mellifera, the honeybee, buzzes around alongside more than 240 kinds of wild bees recorded in New York City. The variety is enormous and includes tiny, bronze-colored sweat bees, longhorned bees, masked bees, carpenter bees, and bees that lay eggs in other bees’ well-kept nests to consume their pollen and nectar. Any given community garden in New York is likely to foster as many as several dozen bee species, according to recent research. Though there might be a bad year or two for bees—too hot, too cold, too much rain—it’s unlikely that any area of the city would go without pollination for long.

“We look at the city and think of it as being inhospitable to wildlife,” said Kevin Matteson, an urban ecologist who has studied bees in New York City. “But when you look at it and think of what bees see and what they need—it is absolutely hospitable to wildlife.”

·  ·  ·

“POP the smoker!” yells Andrew Coté to his disciples on a rooftop filled with wood planter boxes of basil, peppers, cardoons, chrysanthemums, and cleomes, and several white, gray, red, and yellow hives. The young beekeepers-in-training scramble for matches to burn burlap to produce smoke that causes bees to react as though under attack, and to fortify themselves by consuming stores of honey, rather than stinging interlopers. The apprentices work like surgical assistants, proffering each instrument as Andrew requests it. “Hive tool!” he says, and an arm stretches forth with the tool. “Paper towel!” he says, and the towel is there. Andrew hunkers down in front of what look like filing cabinets of bees, which is essentially what the hives are. They consist of stacked wooden boxes: a brood box at the base, where the queen lays her eggs, and honey boxes, or supers, above, which the workers pack with honeycomb. The supers are filled with frames, like hanging file folders, which themselves are made up of flat waxen sheets double embossed with hexagonal patterns on both sides, which the bees build up with their own wax and fill with honey. It’s easy to lift out a full frame of honey and exchange it for an empty one for the bees to work next. It happens a few times a summer, so maybe the bees know what to expect. The longer you spend working in their hive, the angrier they get.

There are routine things to do to keep urban bees happy. You have to put out trays of water so the bees won’t gather on windowsills to slurp the dripping beads of liquid condensation from air conditioners or crowd a public pool deck to suck from chlorinated puddles. A tar roof can get very hot and burn bees’ legs, so it’s important to keep it wet, or covered with a sheet, when opening up a rooftop hive. Working in tight, crowded spaces demands a certain ingenuity. Recently Andrew had to lower a 240-pound hive by rope down the rusty old fire escape of a four-story tenement after the building was sold and the new owner wanted no part of rooftop beekeeping.

Andrew pries the lid off of one box to reveal the bee society within. Thousands of little black and yellow insects crawl on top of one another to flee deeper into the hive, away from the smoke. Some of the bees glisten as though wet with nectar, and when they fly into my hair I feel them like drops of rain. There’s an unsteady, dizzying buzz as they move in and out of my auditory range. A healthy hive at its peak in midsummer can sustain 40,000 to 80,000 bees with many different vocations. The queen lays up to two thousand eggs a day, creating all the new bees the hive needs, Andrew tells me. Drones are the only males in the hive, and their sole function is to mate with the queen. Their sisters are the worker bees, who serve as foragers for water, nectar, and pollen, and also act as guards and masons and nurses and undertakers and cooks. A forager flies up to two miles to extract nectar and pollen from flowers for food. Back at the hive, she passes it to the mouths of her fellow workers, who process it, removing most of the water, transforming sucrose into glucose and fructose and injecting a preservative enzyme. The bees deposit this new substance in a hexagonal cell of the honeycomb. When the cell is full, they cap it with whitish wax, protecting dark honey beneath—the bees’ version of canning for the winter, since honey is bee food when no flower blooms.

Thrifty bees often produce more honey than they need to survive, and a good beekeeper can encourage them to overproduce very profitably. “Like human beings, they work themselves literally to death to gather wealth they have no need for,” noted a Brooklyn Heights beekeeper of the 1960s, who worked at a Wall Street firm.

Andrew judges his hives not only by their productivity but also by their prettiness. Of his many hives in three boroughs, Andrew’s favorites are located beside the Brooklyn Bridge in Manhattan on the roof of the Bridge Cafe, the oldest wood-frame building in the city and the longest constantly running tavern (since 1794). The top stories once served as a whorehouse, but are now full of graffiti and old furniture. In the world of hive real estate, the roof is in a fabulous location, with iconic views. “Under the Brooklyn Bridge! In the shadow of the Municipal Building!” Andrew will gloat, as he reaches bare-handed into one of the six hives, bees stinging up and down his arms. “Ouch!” he says, grimacing, but not slowing down.

His second-favorite hives are on top of a luxury apartment building at Second Avenue and Fourteenth Street, where the bees zoom down toward bodegas and street traffic. Maybe they head east to the clover flowers of Tompkins Square Park, where the blossoms are muddled by the sleeping bodies of spiky-haired kids. Or perhaps they fly south to the flowers of Chinatown’s window gardens, steeped in the scent of the fish market. This is the strange fact of urban beekeeping: You don’t know exactly where your honey comes from. Single-varietal honey doesn’t exist in the city because there are no enormous fields of heather or giant orange groves that would satisfy the hunger of a whole hive.

One of Andrew’s assistants today is Kimberly White, a Baruch College student with a radiant face and gold-painted, stubby fingernails. She’s originally from Saint Vincent and met Andrew one day at the Rockefeller Center farmers’ market after her math class. From behind his jars and piles of sample spoons in the stand, Andrew said, “Try some honey?” “I tried it and I loved it,” says Kimberly. “I had two more spoonfuls.” As is his wont, Andrew urged her to buy.

“I can’t buy the honey,” she said.

“Don’t you have a job?” Andrew asked.

Soon Kimberly found herself working for Andrew, selling honey from that very stand. She’s interested in learning more about bees, she says, as a first step in her real mission: to figure out how to repair the environment. “I’m interning at Sustainable Flatbush,” she says. “I’m supposed to be building solar panels.”

Andrew’s other assistant, Cecilia Lee, an NYU student from Argentina, has been excused from active duty because of her inappropriate attire. She ignored Andrew’s emailed instructions to wear a long-sleeved shirt and full-length pants, and showed up for honey harvesting wearing a wild turkey feather in her long hair, a sleeveless shirt, and a short tulle skirt, exposing arms and legs most stingable. She says she wants to someday grow all her own food and live off the grid. Today, however, she just goes to fetch extra garbage bags. Then she sits on a step, holding a ball of beeswax, sucking on the ends of it, rolling it in her palm, releasing its perfume into the hot air.

Residents of this building have apparently complained of finding twenty-one dead bees on the front steps. “First of all, what kind of an asshole stands there and counts them?” Andrew had asked as he walked up the steps. And then he looked down. Disturbingly, there were indeed many tiny bodies of expired bees. He frowned. “Secondly, they shouldn’t be there.”

Once on the roof, Andrew has two tasks to execute quickly: First, to figure out why so many bees are littering the steps and irritating the neighbors with their corpses. Then, to rob them of their honey.

“It’s a strong queen,” Andrew says now, admiring the hive. “Good proximity to the nectar source.” He pulls up frame after frame bursting with honey. In some frames, the honey is dark, in some it’s light, depending on what combination of flowers the bees visited. Not every frame is perfect. One is laced with white boils of brood, or bee eggs. Wherever the queen goes, she lays, so you have to keep her away from the honey. Andrew must have been late this year installing his queen excluder—a metal screen with openings large enough for worker bees to pass through but too small for the queen. “This guy is not well,” Andrew says, pointing to a small round ball of a bee hobbling along as though without wings or legs. “The way he’s walking—” It’s not good, but Andrew sees no other telltale signs of mites or illness. After an inconclusive examination of two hives, he shifts his attention to the honey.

If the harvest is good, Andrew might find the comb on every frame covered in neat caps of wax, a full forty pounds in every box of maybe six hives in a row, totaling 240 pounds of honey in one trip. “Gorgeous!” he will say, grinning at the brilliance of his bees and all but doing a tap dance. “The babies are going to eat tonight! I can buy the kids shoes!” At a troubled hive, he might pull out only ten pounds of honey, and he’ll be upset enough to slam the frames back into place and turn away. “But you’re training people,” someone will say encouragingly, noting his good work with apprentices. “I’ll just tell the bank that,” Andrew will reply darkly. Forty pounds of city-made honey, a respectable biannual harvest from one hive, is worth $1,600 at market. Andrew, who is single and has no kids, does have mortgages to pay—on his studio apartment in the Lower East Side and also on two properties in Connecticut—and he toys with the idea of buying a building in Brooklyn to fix up. Andrew needs honey.

Here on the roof on Second Avenue, the harvest is neither thrilling nor deplorable. Only two hives have honey, but they hold a good forty pounds per. Andrew tries to pull the full frames of honey out quickly, but he’s spent too much time with his inspections and now the bees know what’s coming. “The bees are a lot angrier now,” says Andrew. “It’s usually better as a stealth mission than a snatch-and-grab mission.”

Their noise has intensified, thousands of tiny bodies helicoptering through space, wings flapping as though propelled by engines and, at close range, just as loud. I try to track one single bee: Is she spinning, dancing, darting? But they all move too fast, too closely together to differentiate. Scientifically, too, they are not individuals, I read later. Biologists call a colony of bees a superorganism—an organism consisting of many organisms, in which the division of labor is highly specialized and individuals may not survive by themselves. The noise they make all together sounds like a low-temperature sizzle.

“I’m already spilling honey all over, so they know I’m robbing them,” says Andrew. The bees have embedded themselves in the honey, nosing into it, swarming over it. It’s difficult to pry out any particular one without injuring her. And they’re also crashing into all of us.

“They’re going to get you!” Andrew yells to Kimberly, urging her to move. “They’re going to sting you right through your clothes!” As the bees get more agitated, they crawl up Ceci’s skirt and attach to each other in a chain between two layers of filmy tulle. In a jerky ballet, she wiggles and waves her skirt to get them out, still holding a ball of their beeswax in one hand.

After advance and retreat for more than an hour, the hives on this roof are finally emptied of honey. Andrew and the girls quickly wrap the supers full of honey frames in garbage bags. They pack all the equipment away, drop the wax, lid the hives, kill the smoke. Andrew and Kimberly each heave to their shoulders a sticky, plastic-wrapped forty-pound super, and we all clomp downstairs. “Shhh!” Andrew says. He doesn’t want to annoy the neighbors and lose roof access.

Back on the street, the truck is still buzzing from the last stop, and a man slows and stares in disgust. “Are those bees?” he asks. Andrew jumps into the driver’s seat to make a break for it before the man has time to call the city’s 311 hotline and complain. Though keeping bees is legal, there’s no need to attract official interest by driving through the city tailed by thousands of them.

With three hive stops, carrying hive tools and supers up and down stairs and fighting angry bees for their honey wealth in the blazing heat, the day has been exhausting, stressful, and only moderately productive. “You can see why I’m irritated when people come to the stand at the market and complain about the price of honey,” Andrew says.

As he drives home, Andrew outlines his biography. He’s a kind of renaissance man, who got the idea of keeping city hives while working as an assistant professor of English at Housatonic Community College in Bridgeport, Connecticut. He speaks a half dozen languages, studied Japanese lit, got a Fulbright in Moldova, and worked as a writer in India—but came back to his hometown of Norwalk when his mother was diagnosed with cancer. There, he started Silvermine Apiary, which sells wholesale honey to supermarkets. He also began a PhD at Yale in Middle East studies, and raised funds for the nonprofit Bees Without Borders he and his father launched to teach beekeeping in impoverished countries. Norm, a retired fire lieutenant, runs his own beekeeping business, Norm’s Other Honey. Andrew’s older brother, a police officer, also keeps a handful of hives. Andrew eventually abandoned his PhD—“I was more interested in spending time with my father and the bees.” Andrew is dating a woman he met while selling honey at the market.

Aristotle and Virgil commented on honeybees, notes Andrew as he drives. As a gift between two betrothed, honey has been a symbol of love. But Andrew is more interested in the use of bees in war. In ancient Iraq, he says, fighters would catapult a hive at their enemies, “so the hive would burst, and you’d have a lot of unhappy people.” Consequently, perhaps, there’s a hadith, or saying of the Prophet Muhammad: Do not scatter bees in wartime. Medieval Europeans would pitch an angry hive off the castle ramparts into the thick of advancing troops. More recently, during the Vietnam War, guerrillas booby-trapped the roads so passing American soldiers would disturb a beehive and unleash a buzzing, stinging fury. “Clever,” Andrew says.

He talks about his own confrontations with clouds of buzzing bees on the occasions when he’s been called to a swarm. During a swarm, half the bees in a healthy hive fortify themselves with honey and fly off in a group with the queen in search of a new home. It is a perfectly normal method of hive reproduction, and not particularly dangerous—swarming bees are actually at their most docile, as they’re just looking for a safe place to stay and don’t yet have a nest to protect.

The trouble is that while swarming bees wait for their scouts to come back and reach consensus on the most advantageous bit of real estate, they will hover in a cluster for hours or even days. They want ideally to be in a tree branch about thirty feet high—but in a city, they will settle for anything roughly that height. Tens of thousands of bees might attach to a traffic light and one another, creating a dangling accretion of insects. Once Andrew flagged down a Heineken truck and paid the driver fifty dollars to let him clamber onto the truck’s roof to reach bees. Store owners and street-corner observers emerged to offer the kind of advice they would give to someone parallel parking. “You gotta get higher!” “You gotta grab the bees with a plastic bag!”

Hot and tired, Andrew quotes from honey-related texts while navigating traffic. The bees have abandoned the back of the truck, so it is no longer identifiable as a honeymobile. The girls are quiet. The sheen of the day has worn off, but Andrew’s still going.

“Who says the only reason for bees to exist is for me to eat honey?” Andrew asks. “Winnie-the-Pooh,” he answers himself, “the bear has no pants, I’m telling you. ‘Where the bee sucks, there suck I’?—The Tempest.”

He could happily continue, but at Tenth Street, a woman wanders into the crosswalk in front of the truck.

“Hey, sweetheart, I have a green light and you have a red light—are you fucking color blind?” Andrew yells out the window.

“Yes, I am!” the woman calls back.

He scowls.

·  ·  ·

BAFFLEMENT is part of tending bees. Often you don’t know something is wrong until they die, and when they die it can be hard to figure out why.

When David Selig found his red-light bees producing scarlet honey, he was concerned enough to call Andrew. “Interesting,” Andrew said. He’d never heard of anything like it.

So David consulted other hobbyist beekeepers in his Red Hook neighborhood of Brooklyn to find out if they had similar experiences. He was surprised to learn that every single one of them had recently found bees flying back to the hive aglow. And like his, their honey was a sickly, shiny red. At least a dozen hives in Red Hook and nearby Governors Island were affected. “I was dejected,” Yeshwant Chitalkar, a first-time beekeeper, later told a reporter. “The bees looked like vampires.”

Were the bees ill? Were their hives infested? Or—and this seemed most likely, given that you could see the red stuff through the transparent membrane of their honey stomachs as they flew back to the hive—had they imbibed something other than nectar? David knew his bees could be voracious. Once, he left a single frame of honey in his car, without noticing that the window was open. On his return, “I realized that the car was filled with bees. They were darting at me,” he said. “I opened the trunk. It was like it exhaled bees. They were really just dive-bombing at me to get me away. So I drove around with my beekeeping hood and gloves for a few minutes, just to get them out of the car.”

David had chosen to move to the Red Hook neighborhood of Brooklyn a few years prior because it was a forgotten peninsula, a rare New York City neighborhood where he could own a two-story redbrick row house with a rooftop view of water within a hundred feet in three directions. Here, the air smells cleaner, the temperatures are moderate, and the dead-end waterfront streets give the sense of a sleepy village. Once Red Hook had been the mouth of the great port city, and then it became one of the most industrialized areas of a working industrial city. The thick concrete ribbon of the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway and a giant block of public housing projects had functioned as a preservative, dividing the neighborhood from developments in mainland Brooklyn and freezing it in time. The offspring of generations of stevedores remain on the strip closest to the water, joined by arty newcomers like David and Cecilia.

Such a land contains myriad red nectars that could fool bees with flowerlike sweetness. Was the bees’ sweet source a tree resin, or perhaps sumac? David found that mentioned in a nineteenth-century beekeepers’ manual on Google Books. Dyed sugar syrup from a hummingbird feeder? Maybe even antifreeze from the school bus yard up the street? Ethylene glycol is sweet and often dyed. But as soon as it occurred to him, David knew this must be the answer: the maraschino cherry factory on Dikeman Street.

The unnaturally red honey in the Red Hook hives didn’t taste like cherries, but neither do maraschino cherries, really, and the honey did taste supersweet.

To be positive, a slight, pale young beekeeper named Tim O’Neal sent a sample of the red substance in the hives to the state apiculturalist for testing. He also went to the monthly meeting of the New York City Beekeepers Association to find out if others had the same problem.

The meeting takes place in an upstairs room at the Seafarers & International House on Fifteenth Street in Manhattan. Afterward, Andrew Coté, the head of the association, fields a bedlam of queries. A girl selling T-shirts for the association asks Andrew for change, and he pulls out a billfold of hundred-dollar bills held together by a rubber band. Two Albanian men in suits introduce themselves as beekeepers recently relocated to Staten Island who want to become members. “We got to registrate, or what we got to do?” And then there’s Tim. “So about the red syrup I collected,” he begins. “I’m worried. But what I wanted to ask—if you hear of anyone else who has this red honey—”

“Okay, okay.” Andrew nods dismissively.

While waiting for test results, David Selig does some legwork of his own. The maraschino cherry factory is a block and a half from his place, and when he walks by, he can see workers wearing long-sleeved hoodies with the hoods on, despite the heat, and swatting at the bees around their heads as they hose down big plastic cherry syrup vessels. Just as David has a red honey problem, it seems the cherry factory has a bee problem.

And then the results of tests on the sample come back from the state lab: The honey contained Red Dye No. 40, a defining ingredient in maraschino cherries.

HONEY is seen as something pure and natural, but bees are foragers whose guiding principle is: the sweeter the better. One beekeeper in Long Island who lived next to a candy factory saw his bees make their hive a rainbow of high-fructose corn syrup in red, blue, and green. According to apiarist lore, another beekeeper who lived near a chewing gum factory in Syracuse found that his bees produced a lovely, delicate spearmint- and winter mint– flavored honey—which he sold as mint flower honey until he realized its origin.

Rural beekeepers across the country say they have seen their charges sip from a leaking valve at a sugar refinery, or feast on liquid used to make cotton candy, or drink from melted snow cones, or suck up Coca-Cola for deposit in the honeycomb. Instead of pollen, bees have been known to gather fine yellow wood shavings from lumberyards, cornmeal from animal feed, and grain dust from mills. Yet most foreign substances, salubrious or not, do not have a telltale neon color to flag them in the hive. Who will be the wiser if they simply blend with the honey?

It turns out that New York City bees have long caused problems for sweets manufacturers. In 1905, a beekeeping supply store was keeping twenty-eight hives on its roof on Vesey Street in Manhattan, near two big candy factories. The bees flew into the boiling room of one of the factories through windows kept open “on account of the great heat within,” wrote the New York Times. They sucked up what sustaining sugary liquids they could find, stinging workers who stood in the way, as well as a Board of Health inspector conducting too assiduous an investigation. The Times reported that the factory owner had “lost a lot of sleep lately figuring up how much sugar he has been robbed of to keep a colony of 3,000,000 bees.”

Bees at City College in 1911 produced honey as green as pistachio ice cream. “Who outside of a nature-faker’s book ever heard of green honey?” asked the president of the college, John Huston Finley. For a time, he suspected the bees of robbing chemicals from a biology laboratory, but then identified their more likely source as a candy kitchen on Amsterdam Avenue. Finley hatched a complicated scheme to get to the bottom of the matter: He would brand each bee in the college hive with red marks on its breast and its belly, and have his students, along with boys from the nearby Hebrew Orphan Asylum and girls from the neighboring Convent of the Sacred Heart, track the bees and race to the biology department to report each sighting. What could go wrong? The results of the survey are lost to history, and no one seems to have extended the inquiry to the cooks of the candy kitchen, who might have noticed bees in their recipes.

Still, at that time, people valued city honey. In an era with little regulation and much concern about doctored foods, people feared that distant rural beekeepers might stretch the honey by adding glucose and yellow coloring. Eaters of city-made honey, on the other hand, could “see it taken from the combs and go home satisfied that they are getting the genuine bees’ product,” wrote the New-York Tribune in 1900. Besides, beekeeping was the kind of homely project that could be as useful for city-dwellers as anyone else. Orphanages around town harvested their own honey to make cheap sweets for the children. As late as the 1950s, hospitals and private medical practices in Manhattan sometimes kept hives on the roof to use bee stings for arthritis therapy, until cortisone was discovered.

Yet 1920s Manhattan, filled with early, exhaust-spewing cars and coal-fueled engines, began to present particular hazards for bees. The manager of a beekeeping supply store on Chambers Street set up a hive in the store’s window, but his bees produced a muddy honey from the city’s sooty flowers. Decades later, the secretary of the City’s Department of Air Pollution Control asked the same man to set up hives once again, in order to prove levels of soot had diminished. But the apiaries gradually disappeared as the city got fuller and dirtier, leaving few beekeepers to protest when eventually their practice was banned.

·  ·  ·

IN 1999, the administration of Mayor Rudy Giuliani added honeybees to a list of over one hundred wild animals, including hyenas, pit vipers, and dingoes, considered too dangerous for urban life. Article 161 of the health code thereafter prohibited the “possession, keeping, harboring and selling” of bees. It’s not clear why the City suddenly outlawed honeybees after a long history in which the insects and their keepers had not been mentioned in the rules and were bound only by state regulations. It could have been part of the mayor’s crackdown on all things people fear. When people think of bees they don’t envision the gentle forager collecting nectar for her sisters, but an angry swarm buzzing after a frantic victim who jumps into a pond.

The outlaw status of the urban hive helped impart commercial cachet. A man named David Graves was the first to realize he could charge more money at the farmers’ market for his clandestine urban honey. Tending hives throughout the city was a logistical challenge, so David took on a helpful apprentice, a New York City taxi driver from Haiti who agreed to drive him around in exchange for training. By the time Andrew Coté came into the business, David had established the rules of underground pro urban beekeeping: Never reveal the location of a city hive. Supplement your sales of the rare urban honey with quantity from hundreds of hives in the suburban and rural outskirts of town. Charge more for honey from the city.

Some risk was involved, as the City continued to issue fines. In 2009, officials carried out fifty-three inspections in response to calls related to harboring bees and wasps, and issued thirteen notices of violation and fines of two hundred to two thousand dollars.

A New York nonprofit called Just Food, which helps city people produce and access fresh food, organized to reverse the ban. Minneapolis, Denver, and Helena, Montana, were legalizing beekeeping: Why not New York? Soon hundreds of people dressed as bees were dancing at a fund-raising Beekeepers’ Ball. Restaurants and bars added to their menus special cocktails, desserts, and entrées using local honey. People rallied on the steps of City Hall carrying signs that read “BEE FABULOUS!” and “THERE IS NO EXISTENCE WITHOUT BEEING.”

Andrew, for his part, had doubts. He worried that in a tightly packed city such as New York, clueless amateurs—“yahoo cowboy and cowgirl beekeepers”—could create serious problems and give all of beekeeping a bad name. Yet as talks progressed, Andrew and other beekeeping advocates sat in on several closed meetings in drab downtown buildings with Department of Health personnel. Together, they hammered out the details: Should the number of hives on a block be restricted? What sort of training should be available for beekeepers? Would registration be required?

In a dim, wood-paneled city hearing room in February 2010, gardeners, arborists, community activists, and beekeepers, including Andrew, testified in favor of lifting the ban. No one spoke in opposition. One speaker gave worldwide examples of beekeeping cities—membership is spiking in the London Beekeeping Association; in Paris, there is a rucher école, or hive school, in the Luxembourg Gardens, and hives atop both the Opéra Bastille and the Palais Garnier; the White House that year produced a bumper crop of honey. “Well-tended colonies of pollinators can bring back devastated areas,” said Andrew after the hearing, dressed in a brown blazer and yellow, honey-colored tie. “There are two hundred and fifty types of bees in New York City. I don’t see why it would be so wrong to allow this one type here.”

What Andrew likes to call “the Bitter Ages” ended on March 16, 2010, when the Department of Health repealed the ban.

ANDREW Coté high-jumps up onto the back of the truck bed—no hands. He tosses out five-gallon plastic buckets of pollen and propolis and crates of honey jars. He unloads and reforms a geometry of boxes and fold-out tables and signs that eventually make up his stand at the farmers’ market, where he sells the products of his city-bred bees. It’s seven a.m. and he’s in a good mood; events of the day have not yet annoyed him.

“Your honey right here!” he likes to offer, agilely thrusting a plastic sample spoon toward every person—truth be told, every woman—walking by, a spoon dribbling a thick, sweet yellow that she is forced to catch with her tongue.

“Are you whipped honey?” Andrew will ask a blonde, who turns, initially suspicious, to his sparkling eyes, devilish grin, and sweet offering. She will slowly smile. “You will love it—you will fall in love,” he says, holding her eyes as she puts the spoon in her mouth.

“It’s a polarizing honey,” Andrew will say, presenting buckwheat honey to a woman in a ruffled black skirt. “Some people don’t like it. Wars have been fought and won, fortunes made and squandered, over buckwheat.”

A woman with long black hair wearing frilly peach-colored shorts will approach the table. Where’s she from? Andrew will ask. Singapore, she will say.

“You speak Mandarin?” Andrew will ask. “Fong mi.” He knows the word for “honey” in dozens of languages.

Giggles and honey-buying ensue.

The pollen has to be scooped from a bucket into bottles for sale as an energy booster. Bees collect the high-protein pollen—a coarse powder on the stamen in the center of a flower that contains the plant’s sperm cells—on their legs to feed their young. When they fly from flower to flower, they inadvertently drop bits of it at each stop, fertilizing some of the plants. Back at the hive, Andrew steals it from his bees with a trap that scrapes pollen off their legs. It’s a grainy golden color, each bit of it a different hue, the texture of pet food pellets. It smells faintly of honey but not as sweet. And it smells of something else, deeper and more pungent, the sex of the flower.

The propolis, too, must be transferred to bottles, for sale as an antifungal and antibacterial. Almost crystallized, the color of flames, propolis is a mixture of saps and resins that bees collect from plants and use to seal up their hive—or even to seal up foreign objects that might putrefy in the hive, such as the carcass of a mouse that expires in their midst.

Andrew has everything he needs, down to a spray bottle of water to clean up honey spills. There’s the honey—rural and suburban wildflower, blueberry, buckwheat, linden, whipped, whipped with cinnamon, and New York City honeys sold by the borough where they were harvested. Squares of honeycomb are kept in little clear plastic boxes in a cooler to preserve the wax, so when you bite into it, it’s cold and light, and chewing releases bubbles of honey. Andrew lays down a blue line of painter’s tape on the wood table to make a clean surface on which to set sample honey spoons. He puts out a macabre jar of hundreds of dead bees—Ukrainians buy them to make medicine, he says, though these already look gummy, like decay. He unloads a cash register tray stocked only with two-dollar bills—he likes two-dollar bills. He pulls out a tin smoker for effect, and props up a Winnie-the-Pooh stuffed bear. It’s showtime. A good day at the farmers’ market can easily bring in a thousand dollars in cash.

“Can I answer any honey-related questions?” Andrew asks of a twenty-something woman with a wave of dark hair who is frowning at his display.

She asks what you can do with beeswax and Andrew responds in a single breath: “Chew it like gum cut it up and put it on a cheese platter bake it with salmon serve it with any kind of ice cream.”

As she gets out her wallet, Andrew says, “I’ll give you a two-dollar bill for change because you’re special.”

She laughs. He smiles.

“I told her she’s special,” he says grimly, as she leaves.

“Personally, I’m a huge fan of the New York City rooftop medley,” Andrew will tell people who ask his advice on what to buy. “We have such a bouquet—a plethora of nectar.” But once at a honey tasting, Andrew confessed, “I don’t have such a refined palate for honey. I enjoy them all, but I can’t really tell them apart.”

Soon comes a woman in her fifties with black-rimmed glasses, a streak of white in her black hair, and one of those raspy, seen-everything New York voices.

She says she wants a big container of honey, pointing to the sixteen-ounce bottle, but she doesn’t want to carry it around all day. Andrew suggests the even larger thirty-two-ounce bottle.

“Does it spoil?” the woman asks, peering up anxiously at Andrew.

“Like a mother’s love …” he begins.

“Eternal,” she finishes, blinking her eyes and looking moved, as though she could be thinking of her own deep connection with her children. She promises to come back for the thirty-two-ouncer. “It’s really eternal,” she says again as she walks away.

“Different pitches for different demographics,” Andrew says.

WHEN the ban was lifted just before bee season, Andrew had to teach his basic beekeeping class three times over to meet demand. Honey lust consumed the unlikeliest people. Rania Abu-Eid, a lingerie designer at Victoria’s Secret, expected her honey to be light and yellow. “I fantasized about it, and said, ‘Oh, it’ll be like sunshine, that’ll be just like me,’ ” she says. “But it actually came out all dark and complex, which is actually more like me.” Maxine Friedman, a fifty-eight-year-old electrical estimator in sensible lace-up shoes, does not come across as one taken with flights of fancy, but she ordered bees on a whim. “I thought it was a good idea, but when I saw the live insects, I thought, ‘Holy shit.’ ” Vivian Wang, a lawyer, installed three hives on the roof of her twelve-story office building and hung a beekeeping jacket with an attached hood and veil on the inside of her office door. “What case are you billing to?” her boss would joke, as she trooped up the stairs to the roof in her beekeeping suit.

The principal of the elite York Preparatory School on the Upper West Side was inspired by Sherlock Holmes, who retired from solving crimes to keep bees. Five hives were on the roof within a week, and the school suited up, purchasing thirty beekeepers’ outfits with different-size hoods to be small enough for sixth-graders and big enough for seniors. The school custodian, who once kept bees in his native Dominican Republic, watered the bees on weekends. When a twelve-year-old got stung on the ankle, the principal knelt and peeled back the boy’s sock to remove a stinger caught in the thick white cotton. “I’ve only been stung once,” said the student, explaining away his tears. “I’m not completely used to it yet.”

Some beekeepers talked about the sacredness of honey across cultures. Roger Repohl is a longtime beekeeper who lives in the rectory of St. Augustine’s Church in the Bronx, with old china, a cherrywood armoire, and an aging pastor and nuns. Roger, who has almost lashless eyes and parchment-like pale skin, gives talks at the Cloisters on medieval beekeeping. He appreciates the medieval English folk tradition of “telling the bees” about important events, like a death, birth, or marriage, so the bees don’t get affronted and stop producing honey. Once, he found a child’s leather jacket and a child’s pair of shoes draped over the beehive he keeps in a community garden in the rectory’s backyard. “Maybe the child is sick or something and they want to tell the bees,” says Roger. He left the items there for a while, in case the owners came back to retrieve them—but eventually he picked them up off the hive and gave them to Sister Dorothy to dispense to the needy.

Now Roger shows new beekeepers how to extract honey in the rectory’s dark, dank basement licked by flickering fluorescent light. He uses a metal comb to break the wax caps of the honeycomb, like popping bubble wrap. He places the thick white wax sheets in a centrifuge machine that looks like a big metal pot on stilts with a handle and an internal rack for three beeswax frames. He stirs his arm in a circle, faster, faster, until the whirring has its own momentum and he can barely keep up with the motion he began. A dark liquid whips onto the inside of the canister in iridescent streaks and pools in the bottom as the warm scent of honey rises in the room, giving the sense of sunshine bursting underground. Roger ties a ladies’ stocking around the spigot at the bottom of the centrifuge to filter out debris as the honey pours into a white bucket below. And as the stocking fills, it takes the shape it was sewn to take—the shape of a foot—dribbling honey.

When his bees swarmed, Roger thought it a beautiful sight, thousands of them flying off in a cloud. “I think that ‘beekeeping’ is something of a misnomer,” he says. “You can’t keep the bees. If they want to go, they’re going to go.”

More swarms appeared in the city as more amateurs kept bees. One attached to a tree outside a discount clothing store in the Bed-Stuy neighborhood of Brooklyn. Wearing a T-shirt and no special protection, Andrew stood in his truck bed, at eye level with a quivering-multiorganism two-foot cone of bees dangling body-to-body. Yellow POLICE LINE—DO NOT CROSS tape attached to nearby trees cordoned off Andrew’s entire vehicle. Calm, silent, before a gathering crowd and the crackle of police radios, he worked methodically with two other beekeepers to spray the insects with sticky sugar water to impede their movement, to the bewilderment of onlookers—“It’s poison!” some of them yelled. Then he donned a protective hood, lifted a plastic garbage bin toward the bees, and shook the branch into the dark receptacle.

“Oh, shit, son,” said one man, as thousands of bees dropped into the bin and hewed to the sides of the plastic, coating it with their bodies, making a lining of living bees. And then, with the application of a lid, the bee problem was gone.

“Damn!” said the observer. “They G’s at this, man, they know what they doing.”

As a siren shrieked from a departing squad car, Andrew shook the hand of the lead police officer and drove away, tens of thousands of bees the richer.

Andrew was not the only one on call to corral vagabonds. Anthony “Tony Bees” Planakis, an experienced beekeeper who happens to work for the Building and Maintenance section of the New York Police Department, was often summoned to the scene. When he worked with Andrew, Anthony contributed rigging skills learned in the army, NYPD vans with bucket trucks, and Fire Department tower ladders. Jim Fischer, who runs a separate, rival beekeeping Meetup group in the city, also responded to swarm calls.

Once, a tropical storm ripped off a hollowed-out branch of an enormous tree in Fort Greene, Brooklyn, exposing a honeybee hive. Appeals went out to beekeepers to save tens of thousands of bees. Jim and Andrew arrived with different tactics. Andrew took the aggressive approach, securing the police van and crane. Jim told the New York Times that he tried to abort the operation—which involved hoisting a beekeeper holding a chain saw thirty feet into the air—because high winds after the storm made it unsafe. He left when his advice was not heeded. “There was a lot more testosterone floating around than common sense,” he said. Andrew stayed on to supervise. “I was happy to be a bystander if someone else could handle the situation,” he told the Times. “I only moved ahead with my methods when no one else could manage the job.”

Despite such turf battles, beekeepers have fostered community. Calling each other “beeks” for short, they greet each other saying, “How are you? How are your bees?” After the ban was lifted, they began to gather together at candlelit honey tastings in Brooklyn bars, or to extract honey en masse as a social event. They played Jeoparbee, featuring a host wearing a bee-print tie, and a Vanna White–style Queen Bee, in a Statue of Liberty crown, a black balaclava, and a yellow short-sleeved hoodie with black duct tape stripes, holding a honey dripper as a wand.

Monthly meetings of the New York City Beekeepers Association started routinely drawing more than a hundred people to listen to lectures about beekeeping around the world: In Yemen, a CIA report accused two honey companies of laundering money to Al Qaeda, and beekeeping is so associated with insurgency that if you’re a honey seller, people assume you’ve probably served with the mujahideen in Afghanistan. In Borneo, people climb a tree and cut the hive to squeeze the honey out and then strain it with cloth. In Russia, the Mafia may well control the honey market.

They also discussed colony collapse disorder, in which worker bees disappear, though the queen, and often young bees, remain alive in the hive. Beekeepers in other parts of the country have reported losing almost all of their bees. Colonies can be expanded by dividing existing hives and breeding new queens—but it’s expensive, and the gains barely hold against the losses. The problem mainly seems to affect commercial beekeepers, who move their hives from crop to crop in eighteen-wheelers, exposing bees to new pesticides across whole regions.

The new energy for beekeeping has focused media attention on Andrew. Early in the summer of 2010, producers for a reality TV show start to follow him with cameras. They watch him catch a swarm, lower a beehive from a roof, and conduct routine hive inspections. For one episode, the producers hire an actress to play a distressed woman with bees in her wall on a rented set in a car garage, and Andrew acts out coming to the rescue, four handheld digicams following his every move.

The New York Times, Time magazine, Bon Appétit, NBC, ABC, PBS, CBS, CNN, the BBC, WNYC, and Japanese, Korean, Swedish, and Australian television, among many others, have all featured Andrew. He basks in the attention but brooks little patience for journalists’ dullness. “This is so unique,” says a reporter for the NY1 news channel while interviewing him about rooftop hives. “It’s either unique or it’s not unique, but it’s not so unique,” Andrew retorts. “It’s a very sweet reward,” Andrew supplies a minute later, facing the camera and offering his sparkling grin. “Uh, literally sweet,” says the reporter, smiling nervously as she repeats his double entendre. Andrew rolls his eyes.

He has other opportunities to court celebrity. Andrew appears on The Martha Stewart Show in an episode that also features the chef Mario Batali. Soon Andrew is talking about the role of the queen in the hive. “She mates only once in her life with fifteen to twenty drones in one, some would call it shameful, afternoon,” he says, eyeing the camera and fighting a smile.

“They don’t know how hard it is for us gals,” Martha says, joshing in that prim way of hers. “We have to put up with fifteen drones, my God.”

“Actually, it’s not such a picnic for the drone,” says Andrew, “because he dies in a spectacular way.… After he does his thing, his thing is barbed, and it remains with the queen, and he falls—presumably with mixed emotions—dead to the ground.”

There’s a second’s pause before Martha retorts: “He doesn’t have any feeling.”

“I’m sure it meant something to him,” says Andrew.

Martha scratches her nose and changes the topic: “So, eating local honey, by the way, tell us about that.”

That same fall, Sotheby’s opens its spare, minimalist halls to a charity auction of local vegetables, and also of Andrew—who promises to give the winning bidder a guided rooftop hive tour. In a well-lit gallery, among paintings by Julian Schnabel and Kenny Scharf, Andrew, whose salt-and-pepper hair was trimmed that morning, makes the rounds, carrying a whiskey spiked with scotch. “I’m Lot Number One,” Andrew says by way of introduction to the perfumed and bejeweled tuxedoes and gowns. “I promise I’ll bid for you,” says a blond woman in a sleek black dress, sidling up to him. After the auctioneer introduces Andrew as “hot-tempered and bloody-minded,” the blond woman starts the bidding at $500, but another woman counters. They keep topping each other as the price climbs to $700, $800, $1,000, $1,200. Finally, the auctioneer double-sells Andrew to both of them, raising $2,400, and assuring Andrew he can deliver his tour to the two bidders at once. Twenty-four hundred dollars. In a lucrative season, it is Andrew’s highest hourly rate yet.

IN the offices of Arthur Mondella, the owner of Dell’s Maraschino Cherries Company, cherry jars adorn every desk, fat globes of fruit floating in syrup in alarming shades of jade and Play-Skool hues of blue and orange. But mostly they’re red, that shrieking, tropical sunset red that tops Manhattans and old-fashioned Cherry Cokes. Red Dye No. 40 is key to the recipe, along with vats of intensely sweet high-fructose corn syrup—Mondella goes through eight million pounds of the stuff a year.

There were always bees, said Mondella, probably since his father and grandfather founded the business in 1948. In the past, he said, small numbers of them would show up to sip some cherry juice in the fall, when few flowers bloom with nectar. Mondella would throw shrink-wrap over the cherry bins as they moved outside among the five factory buildings, and the insects would disappear.

But this year, the bees came in the middle of the summer and didn’t go away. They would crawl under the edges of the wrap, or go for tiny drops of syrup on the plastic. Mondella won’t talk about whether any perished in his syrup—but bees are not swimmers. And Mondella complains that he had to throw away whole vats of cherries. To add insult to injury, he got stung. “I was outside, and we were getting swarms, hundreds of bees,” said Mondella. “Well, it’s not like Alfred Hitchcock’s The Birds. But you’d see a bee. And then there’d be two. And then there’d be three. And then a dozen.”

Soon Mondella learned that new local beekeepers were harvesting red honey. “When a beekeeper opens a bee factory next door, what can you do?” Mondella asked. Fearing that a few big shipments of insect-contaminated cherries could spell the end of his $20 million business, he contacted the Health Department and received only an unhelpful letter. “Talk about aggravating!” He met with officials at the Brooklyn Borough President’s Office, then called a contact in a South Brooklyn business development network, who wrote to Andrew Coté: “The factory is at the end of its rope, losing money, and is looking for a solution short of becoming litigious.” A few days later, Andrew showed up to troubleshoot with Mondella and Steven Leffler, the company vice president.

Nobody around Dell’s cherry factory is unsympathetic to bees in general. Bees are necessary to pollinate cherries, after all. “If you have no bees, you have no pollination, you have no vegetables, you have no wheat, we have no trees, we have no flowers, and we have no world, okay?” says Leffler. The question is, what will make them stop slurping cherry syrup?

Bees are more likely to collect artificial substances when they can’t find the blossoms they depend on, even for a short week or two before the next flowers of the season come into bloom. Could it be that during that particularly scorching July, their natural source of nectar burned out, and they discovered a taste for high-fructose corn syrup that they could not shake? Could it be that after beekeeping was legalized and various new parties took it up, there were too many new bees in a neighborhood with too little forage? Or were Dell’s cherries simply too lusciously sweet to pass up?

Andrew suggests building screens and covering the cherry bins in sheets soaked in water and vinegar—bees hate vinegar.

Mondella particularly likes his own idea of selling the beekeepers feeders of high-fructose corn syrup to set up back at the hives so the bees don’t even venture out toward the factory. “I can sell them as much cherry juice as they want. I’ll give it to them at cost,” says Mondella.

“They wouldn’t want it,” interjects Leffler, guessing the beekeepers won’t approve of corn syrup. “They want natural.”

Okay, then how about planting more nectar flowers, Mondella suggests.

A possibility, muses Leffler. “You have to have vegetation for these bees to feed on,” Leffler says. If you have no flowers for the bees to work, all you get is trouble, he says. “It’s like people who don’t work. You have fifty people standing on the corner, hanging out, what’s going to happen?” he asks, looking around the room. “Trouble,” he answers.

Over a couple weeks, Mondella paid Andrew $250 an hour to examine the Red Hook factory and create a plan to deter bees, as well as to meet with beekeepers, prepare press releases, and field calls from reporters. Andrew was concerned that if the problem was not carefully managed, beekeeping would get a bad name and the ban would be reinstated. The factory had been there for more than sixty years and employed thirty people; the beekeepers were the newcomers. Andrew met the Red Hook beekeepers in a café to hash through solutions. He encouraged them to rein in their charges.

To calculate the ideal number of hives for the neighborhood, you would need to know the number of plants flowering throughout the season, their nectar-producing capacities, when they bloom, the variation in blooms, the weather, the soil sweetness and composition, the numbers and kinds of honeybees, as well as the numbers and kinds of wild bees … Impossible. Still, fewer bees could only help, Andrew reasoned, and he urged the beekeepers to reduce their hives by half, which they agreed to do.

The next summer, there would be fewer bees at the cherry factory, and Red Hook’s honey would be more gold than red.

TRUTH is, we live in a world of easy sugar. You can swelter and sweat tending bees in a head-to-toe heavy cotton-polyester blend, a mask on your face, a hat slipping off your head, yellow netting and smoke in your eyes, even as you hear, tinkling at close range, the melody of the Mister Softee truck peddling swirls of refined and processed cane juice and high-fructose corn syrup. You can fight to extract sweetness from thousands of insects in a wooden box, in sight of a bodega where you can get Mr. Goodbar and Milk Duds, Swedish Fish, Sour Patch Kids, Coke, Minute Maid and Snapple, Pepperidge Farm cookies, and Betty Crocker cake and brownie mix. It’s hard to imagine a time when honey was the only sweet going. When people would go to extraordinary lengths to extract it from natural beehives because they craved that sensation on the tongue.

These days, it seems bees can show us the mystery of urban living: We are so tightly packed, yet we often don’t understand how much of an impact we have on one another. We often don’t know what is down the street or upstairs from us. Some of the Red Hook beekeepers who worried about the bright red substance in their bees and in their hives lived or worked right around the corner from the cherry factory, but didn’t even know it was there. The bees knew.

What else do they know that we have not been able to figure out? Bees find all kinds of things. They can be trained to identify environmental hazards, and have been used to sniff out radioactive materials, explosives, cocaine, and various pollutants, and also to detect land mines. Colony collapse disorder itself may be the symptom of an environmental imbalance we don’t want to acknowledge but that the bees can’t help but confront. “Beekeepers are knowledgeable through their bees,” says David Selig.

But Andrew Coté doesn’t think much about that. He looks forward to the next summer, when his bees will do what bees do, and fly out of the hive every morning in search of nectar from a flower. They will zoom past hot tar and stinking asphalt and, he hopes, resist the sweet temptations of spilled Cokes, splatted ice creams, spoiled milk shakes. All over the city, his bees will find the growing things, the blossoming things, the places where sweet, wet nectar awaits their collection drive. And Andrew, in turn, will collect, and sell, and profit.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/Shul_9780307719072_epub_L08_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Shul_9780307719072_epub_L07_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Shul_9780307719072_epub_L06_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Shul_9780307719072_epub_L05_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Shul_9780307719072_epub_L04_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Shul_9780307719072_epub_L03_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Shul_9780307719072_epub_L02_r1.jpg







OEBPS/images/Shul_9780307719072_epub_cvt_r1.jpg







OEBPS/images/Shul_9780307719072_epub_003_r1.jpg
Hudson River |





OEBPS/images/Shul_9780307719072_epub_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Shul_9780307719072_epub_tp_r1.jpg
EAT

the

CITY

atale of the

tuappers, hunters,foagers,

laughterers, butchers, fanmers, poultry minders

wgar reiners,
cane cuttes, beekepers, winemakers, and brewers

who built new york

ROBIN SHULMAN
1

oW ruBLsHERS
NowvoRk





OEBPS/images/Shul_9780307719072_epub_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Shul_9780307719072_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
FISHERS, FORRLERS, BUTCHERS, FARMERS,

BeeKeerte s, WNEmaxers, D BRENCRS

WHO BUILT

NEW YORK





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





