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MORE THAN 70 PERCENT of the 100 plant species that account 

for 90 percent of the world’s food rely on bees for pollina-

tion. That translates to about $15 billion in annual revenues. 

In recent years, as most of us know, there has been a radical 

decline in bee populations—often referred to as “colony col-

lapse”—due in large part to pollution and heavy pesticide use.

How
Sweet

it is
Again
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Celebrating 
the return 
of our local 
honeybees— 

and their 
golden nectar. 
BY L.M. ARCHER
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According to beekeeper, mentor and educator Emily Bondor of 
Santa Cruz Bee Company, commercial farming, which relies on 
the use of chemical fertilizers and fungicides, created a domino 
effect that threatened bees by making them susceptible to parasitic 
mites and pathogens. But honeybees now seem to be making a 
comeback, giving South Bay residents a reason to appreciate just 
how sweet it is to have them buzzing among us again in full force. 

Locally, we savor honey. Check any number of local markets, 
bars and bistros, and you’ll find them well stocked with this su-
perfood that’s chock-full of health benefits. Honey and pollen not 
only offer a panoply of nutrients like amino acids, enzymes and 
minerals, but can also stimulate the immune system, heal wounds 
and help prevent heart disease.

We’re not leaving it to nature alone to rejuvenate bee colonies. 
A wide range of commercial and environmental players in the 
South Bay have come forward to champion the cause; some host 
rooftop bee colonies while others conduct varietal honey tastings 
and implement bee-friendly sustainable farming.

Here’s the buzz on some of this area’s hippest places to taste, 
tipple and promote honey-centric food and beverage programs.

HIVE HAVENS 

Fairmont San Jose remains perhaps the most prominent player 
in South Bay hive protection. For more than 25 years, Fairmont 

Hotels and Resorts has committed to protecting the environment 
through its award-winning Fairmont Sustainability Partnership. 
Fairmont San Jose has been home to a rooftop “bee hotel” since 
2013, and the hotel has partnered with beekeeper Doug Smith of 
Bees at Home for bee upkeep and honey extractions. Four beehives 
comprise its South Tower rooftop “bee hotel,” a mini replication 
of the Main Tower building.

The hotel’s pollinating populations fluctuate seasonally, from ap-
proximately 10,000 bees per hive in December to as many as 60,000 
in June. Honey harvesting typically takes place in spring and fall, 
with each hive producing four to six gallons of honey per season.

Fairmont San Jose proudly showcases its “house” honey in 
the hotel’s cuisine. Locally sourced, organically produced and 
sustainably focused, it integrates honey into seasonal soups, salad 
dressings, pastries, cheese boards and desserts. Rooftop-sourced 
honeycomb stars in its most popular menu item, a cheese and 
charcuterie board garnished with whipped, freeze-dried honey 
fashioned to resemble white clouds. 

For South Bay residents seeking a more intimate vibe, Mountain 
View wine bar Le Plonc spotlights honeycomb from Bay Area Bee 
Company on its cheeseboards. 

 “Local produce is generally fresher and more flavorful, and the 
honey is no different,” explains General Manager Hannah Kaiser. 
“It provides two important elements to this dish: a sweetness that 

Doug Smith tends 
the beehives atop the 
Fairmont San Jose
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Honeybees now seem to be making a comeback, giving 
South Bay residents a reason to appreciate just how sweet 

it is to have them buzzing among us again in full force.

Andrea Hansen, 
right, of Bay Area 

Bee Company
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compliments the saltiness of the cheeses, and a chewiness that 
contrasts the silky, milky textures. The fresh, unprocessed honey 
matches the fresh, clean flavors of the cheeses. Our chef, Mike 
Jarrett, likes the subtle, mixed-flower aromas that enhance, 
rather than compete with, the rest of the items on the board. 
And simply, it is beautiful.”

BEE WHISPERERS

“People have this idea of varietal honeys, which is wonderful 
when you can have lavender honey, or orange-blossom honey,” 
says Santa Cruz Bee Company’s Bondor. “But the fact is that 
it’s pretty rare. The bees are foraging on everything, unless you 
have a monoculture, where the bees are just foraging on orange 
trees. We treat honey just like wine—the same focus on vintage 
and terroir.”

Boutique beekeepers tend proprietary hives interspersed 
throughout the state. “Our hives span from Napa to Gilroy,” 
Andrea Henson, operations manager and beekeeper at Bay Area 
Bee Company, explains. “We’ve also expanded into Palo Alto, Los 
Altos, Mountain View and Santa Clara. Our varieties are both 
blends—our most popular blend is the Bay Area Blend—and 
then we have honey taken from specific hives. We harvest lots 
of different varieties, and we do it by region, rather than by the 
type of vegetation.” 

A MATTER OF TASTE

Honey’s connection to wine seems apt, since both require bal-
ance, stimulate our senses and invite expert analysis.

It’s hardly a coincidence, then, that UC Davis, famed for its 
wine curriculum, hosts an entire department devoted to close 
inspection of the sweet stuff. A sample course—“Taste This: The 
Connoisseurs Guide To Tasting Honey”—is taught by Amina 

Locally, we savor honey. Check any number of local markets, 
bars and bistros, and you’ll find them well stocked with this 

superfood that’s chock-full of health benefits.

Honey tasting at UC 
Davis; Left: The UC 
Davis honey wheel

Emily Bondor of 
Santa Cruz Bee 
Company
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Place pears in pan and cover. 
Simmer for 10–15 minutes until 
pears are tender. Remove pears 
and continue to simmer liquid 
until reduced by half. Whip 
cream and white sugar until 
firm. Serve by plating the pear, 
spoon sauce over it and add a 
heaping tablespoon of the cream. 
Garnish with a sprig of mint and 
a light dusting of the lemon zest. 
Pair with a glass of Sweet Mead. 

Z SPECIALTY FOODS

Cheesecake with Orange 
Blossom Honey
Crust:
1 ½ sticks of butter flaked into 1 
½ cups of whole-wheat flour.

Add ½ T. honey and 1 t. 
lemon juice. Fork together until 
small chunks appear. Pat into 
10” springform. 
Filling:
8 oz. cream cheese
16 oz. ricotta cheese 
½–⅔ cup orange-blossom honey 
1 t. vanilla
1 C. cream
6 eggs 

Blend ingredients thoroughly 
using a mixer or blender. Pour 
slowly into crust and bake 1 ½ 
hours until slightly brown on top.

FAIRMONT SAN JOSE

Honey-Lavender Glazed 
Salmon
Cooking spray
½ C. honey
¼ C. lower-sodium soy sauce
2 grams fresh lavender 
1 garlic clove, grated
4 (6-oz.) salmon fillets
2 C. cooked brown rice

Preheat oven to 400°. Line 
a jelly-roll pan with aluminum 
foil; lightly coat foil with cook-
ing spray.

Combine honey and next 
three ingredients in a small sauce-
pan over medium heat; simmer 2 
minutes, stirring frequently. Cool 
marinade to room temperature.

Place fillets in an 8-inch 
square glass or ceramic baking 
dish. Pour cooled marinade over 
fillets, turning to thoroughly 
coat each. Let stand 10 minutes.

Transfer fillets to the prepared 
pan. Strain marinade through a 
sieve into a small saucepan; dis-
card solids. Bring the marinade 
to a simmer over medium heat; 
cook 5 minutes. Reserve 2 T. 
marinade in a small bowl and 3 
T. in a separate small bowl. Dis-
card any remaining marinade.

Roast fillets at 400° for 5 min-
utes; remove pan from oven.

Preheat broiler to high.
Brush fillets with reserved 2 T. 
marinade; broil 1 to 2 minutes 
or until fillets are done and 
glazed on top. Serve fillets over 
rice; drizzle with remaining 3 T. 
marinade. 

LADERA GRILL

Ladera Bumbletini
Morgan Hill’s hip hangout 
Ladera Grill shakes and stirs up 
a clever “Bumbletini” muddled 
with 1 ½ oz. lavender honey 
simple syrup, 2 oz. vodka (they 
use Belvedere Unfiltered) and ¼ 
Meyer lemon, juiced.

Sound challenging? Not at all. 
Place all ingredients in cocktail 
shaker with ice. Shake well. 
Strain in chilled martini glass 
with lavender sugar rim. 

To make lavender-honey 
simple syrup:

Bring ¼ C. dried lavender 
and 4 C. water to a boil and sim-
mer 20 minutes. Cool slightly. 
Strain and add ¼ C. honey; stir 
until dissolved. 

For lavender sugar rim, 
muddle sugar and dried lavender 
together until very fine. Dip 
lemon juice-moistened martini 
glass rim in mixture. 

LE PLONC WINE BAR

Salmon Carpaccio with 
Arugula, Mango & Citrus 
Dressing 
The honey provides a sweet 
element in the dressing that 
balances the salty fish and tart 
citrus. Le Plonc uses the liquid 
honey that collects in the boxes 
of beeswax so that nothing goes 
to waste.
1 ½ oz. sushi-grade salmon
1 C. lightly packed arugula 
1 T. trout roe 
Salmon: 

Lay a few slices of salmon on 
baking paper and cover with 
another sheet of the paper. Then 
use a rolling pin to flatten the 
salmon pieces further being care-
ful not to break them. Set aside. 
Dressing: 
1 lb. mango, cut in cubes 
Juice of four lemons
Juice of two limes
3 garlic cloves, crushed 
Salt and white pepper (approx. 1 

t. salt, 2 t. pepper)
1 ½ heaped T. honey
2 ½ t. Dijon mustard

1 ¼ C. mild extra-virgin olive oil 
1 ½ T. chopped cilantro

Purée mango, lemon and lime 
juices, garlic, honey, mustard, 
salt and pepper in a blender. 
Slowly drizzle in the olive oil 
while blending. Add chopped 
cilantro. Adjust any of the ingre-
dients to taste. 

Arrange salmon on plates and 
drizzle over the mango dressing 
and decorate with arugula and 
trout roe. 

RABBIT’S FOOT MEADERY 

Pears Poached in Mead
2 ripe Bartlett pears
1 T. brown sugar
⅛ t. each cinnamon, nutmeg, 

allspice
2 C. Rabbit’s Foot Sweet Mead
1 C. heavy cream, very cold
1 T. white sugar
Mint or other herb sprigs (op-

tional garnish)
Zest from 1 lemon (optional 

garnish)
Peel the pears, leaving the 

stem intact. Cut the bottom of 
each pear to create a flat surface 
that will hold the pear upright. 
Mix the mead, spices and brown 
sugar in a tall pan. Bring to a 
boil and then bring to a simmer. 

Ladera 
Bumbletini
cocktail

Honey-Lavender 
Glazed Salmon

Some of South Bay’s culinary 
luminaries share their favorite honey-
kissed creations for you to try at home

Home Sweet
Home Recipes
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Honey and pollen not only offer a panoply of nutrients like amino 
acids, enzymes and minerals, but can also stimulate the immune 

system, heal wounds and help prevent heart disease.
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Harris, director of the UC Davis Honey and Pollination Center 
at the Robert Mondavi Institute. Harris boasts more than 30 years 
in the honey industry at Z Specialty Food.

In 2014, not long after taking the helm, Harris developed the 
famous UC Davis Honey Wheel, a copyrighted tool similar to a 
wine-tasting wheel available for purchase online. All sales of the 
Honey Wheel help fund graduate student research 
in the Department of Entomology and Nematology. 
Tasting trials for design of the wheel spanned two 
days and involved the collaboration of 26 professional 
beekeepers, food writers, educators, and wine and 
olive tasters, resulting in 99 descriptors.

“We wanted more than anything to solicit language 
for describing honey, because honey isn’t just sweet: 
It can be bitter; it can be almost umami flavored. 
It has lots and lots of possible flavors,” Harris says. 
“So now you can fast forward to last January (2017) 
when we decided to actually start sensory research. 
That’s what I’ve been involved with the past year.”

Harris contends that honey’s distinctive flavor 
profiles derive from unique terroirs—natural ele-
ments specific to one location—and teaches another 
course called “The Sensory Evaluation of Honey.” 
Many South Bay beekeepers attend. Understanding 
flavor profiles also helps them educate their customers 
about the difference between genuine wild honey 
and counterfeit brands on the market. 

“The trick for me is to be honest,” Harris says. 
When highlighting a local variety, she details the 
types of flowers it was collected from. “That’s what’s 
so cool about wildflower honey; once you’re trained 
to taste, you can pick those varietals out.”

Harris hopes to team up with the new UC Davis 
Coffee Center on a potential project at its coffee 
plantation in Nicaragua. “Coffee is pollinated by 
honeybees. What’s really interesting is that every 
coffee in every location has a different flavored honey. 
So it doesn’t repeat itself.” 

HONEY OF A BEVERAGE

While bees help pollinate everything from almonds 
and coffee to orange trees and vineyards, their honey 
provides the basis for one of the fastest growing 
beverage markets in the country—meaderies. 

“Traditional mead is nothing more than honey, 
water and yeast,” explains former systems engineer 
Mike Faul, whose Rabbit’s Foot Meadery in Sunny-
vale produces over 60,000 gallons of mead. 

“We also make a style of mead called cyser, which is 50 percent 
honey and 50 percent apple juice, and yet another style of mead 
called braggot, which is basically beer with honey.” Rabbit’s Foot 
mead can be found at Whole Foods and at more than 1,000 specialty 
markets and eateries statewide from San Francisco to San Diego. 

Faul got into mead-making while doing some historical research. 
“Mead, of course, is one of the oldest historical beverages on the 
planet. It predates pretty much every other alcoholic beverage 
known to man, simply because it’s a natural source of sugar and 
it doesn’t require any intervention. You just mix it with water, and 
it will start spontaneously fermenting on its own.”

Like many artisan food and beverage purveyors, Faul is ever 

vigilant about the source of his product. “Everything we get is 
either a regional wildflower honey that comes from a specific area 
in Washington state, or it’s blackberry honey from the Rogue River, 
or orange-blossom honey from a beekeeper in Fresno.” 

Plenty of it, too. The volume of honey needed for his commercial 
operation tops 20 tons per year.

According to the 2017 Mead Industry Report a new meadery 
opens on average every three days in the United States. UC Davis 
Honey and Pollination Center offers a highly popular mead-making 
program to address the demand.

Whether fermented and sipped from a glass, slathered over toast, 
spooned into hot tea or swirled into a smoothie, honey makes a 
distinctive contribution to foods and beverages, while the bees 
themselves enable crops to reach maturity and reproduce. 

No wonder that South Bay growers, chefs and creators of hand-
crafted potions rely on the skill and dedication of our beekeepers. 
From mead makers to hive keepers, culinarians to cocktail con-
cocters, our bees’ gifts keep on giving and offer sweet rewards for 
anyone smitten by honey. n

Rooftop-sourced honeycomb
stars in Fairmont San Jose’s most
popular menu item, a cheese and
charcuterie board garnished with

whipped, freeze-dried honey.

The cheese and charcuterie 
board at Fairmont San Jose; 

Opposite: Bees at Santa 
Cruz Bee Company 
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