
When my sister and I 
were young, our father in-
culcated in us an easy sang-
froid toward bee handling. 
It’s served me well. As a 
schoolgirl, I became the 
classroom hero more than 
once when an occasional bee 
blundered inside and buzzed 
frantically against a window. 
I knew how to cup it gently 
— with my bare hands — 
and release it outside.

And with the rare sting-
ing exception since then, 
I’ve worked harmoniously 
among bees in my garden 
through many seasons.

So when I saw a new 
book come out recently with 
the title “Buzz: The Nature 
and Necessity of Bees,” how 
could I resist?

Written by Thor Han-
son, a conservation biolo-
gist based in the San Juan 
Islands, this popular history 
goes back 125 million years 
to trace the evolution of bees 
from their predatory waspish 
roots into the more than 
20,000 species of pollen-eat-
ing bees that exist today.

Hanson reviews research 
that investigates the parallels 
between the rise of bees and 
flowering plants. He talks 
with anthropologists who 
are finding new evidence 
that human interaction with 
bees extends back into our 
prehistory. And he tours 
around the country to meet 
with bee scientists, work at 

bee research sites and visit 
projects that are restoring 
and enhancing bee habitat.

Despite all the scientific 
research, Hanson writes in 
an accessible, chatty style. 
And when he gets back 
home, he studies bees in 
his wife’s island garden and 
down at the beach with the 
help of his young son.

But make no mistake, this 
is serious business. Modern 
bees have been bedeviled by 
a series of setbacks in recent 
decades: first pesticides, then 
colony collapse disorder and 
now climate change.

Even as Hanson was writ-

ing this book, the first global 
assessment of pollinator 
populations was published 
as a collaborative effort by 
more than 80 bee experts 
worldwide. Their findings 

were sobering: “roughly 40 
percent of species were con-
sidered to be in decline or 
threatened with extinction.”

And some species — 
including the Franklin’s 
bee in southwestern Oregon 
— already seem to have 
disappeared entirely.

To varying degrees, 

Hanson notes, bee species 
are contending with “the 
four Ps”: parasites, poor 
nutrition, pesticides and 
pathogens.

And given that anywhere 
from 33 percent to 90 per-
cent (depending on which 
study you look at) of food in 
the human diet is dependent 
on pollinators, the bees’ 
problem quickly becomes 
our problem, too.

So Hanson travels from 
alfalfa farms in eastern 
Washington to almond 
groves in California’s 
Central Valley to learn about 
the practices farmers are 
adopting to keep their bee 
populations healthy.

And as one bumble-
bee specialist emphasiz-
es, there’s no excuse for 

inaction from any of us 
at this point. “Common 
sense suggests that reduc-
ing pressure from any of 
these stressors (the four Ps) 
will help” — for ordinary 
citizens, that could mean 
reducing pesticide use, 
providing landscapes with 
more bee nesting habitat and 
growing more plants that 
feed pollinators.

“Buzz” provokes thought 
and promotes action. Let’s 
create a little buzz of our 
own for this book — and for 
the bees!

The Bookmonger is Bar-
bara Lloyd McMichael, who 
writes this weekly column 
focusing on the books, au-
thors and publishers of the 
Pacific Northwest. Contact 
her at bkmonger@nwlink.
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The cover of Thor Hanson’s 
‘Buzz: The Nature and Ne-
cessity of Bees.’  At right, the 
author. 
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