T he Langstroth Range

In the distance a pulsing glow can be seen betaween the peaks and walleys of the Langstroth
Mountain Range. The pulse is made up of small amber dots of light that collecticvely pool
together, and seemingly hover as if suspended in the sky. This visual spectacle is accompanied
by the unmistakable buzzings coyote hoawls of the skies that can only be the legendary
Mountain Bees of the Langstroth Ranmge. Their sound is deafening, and like a Doppler effect,
it soom passes as they disappear through the shrouds of walley fog.

- William Bjorn

The Langstroth Valley is located in the upper regions of the Yukon, two hundred miles
North East of Dawson City. It is a very isolated place, nestled within a jagged jaw
line of mountain peaks. At first glance, it seems imperceptible that anyone could
penetrate such a mountain range at all, let alone find a safe passage. Yet one man did:

William Bjorn.



William Bjorn

William Bjorn was a geologist from Scandinavia, who officially discovered the valley in
1925. He was searching for gold deposits within the veins of the rocky slopes when he
first heard of pulsing beads of light in the sky from a local Tutchone native chief

named Anaqulat.

The Thutchone called the area Wasegun (Wa-see-gun), meaning the place of stealing souls.
It was regarded as a spiritual no-mans land, and the native people knew better than
anyone that it was a place to be left alone. Anaqulat told William the tales about

people’s spirits being stolen by the bees, and carried away in their bellies. It was said
that the bee’s abdomens would then glow as they digested the souls of the dead. He
warned William to stay away from the area, fearing that his soul would perish if he

were to enter the valley.



This fascinated William so much that he veered from his geologic survey to ascend the
peaks, going against the better judgment of Anaqulat’s advice. William was determined

to find the mystical bees nestled within the cradle of the range.

The mountains were towering goliaths, where tufts of cloudy fingers would grasp then
retreat. This part of the Yukon was the last frontier; it was cantankerous, and uneasy;
remorseless, and violent; treacherous, and unforgiving; it was weathered and worn to the

bone of earth that erected it.

T he Expedition

William began his first expedition with a small crew of men, in June of 1925. The
first obstacle they had to overcome were the bears, which seemed to be everywhere along
the perimeter of the mountain range. William and his men all slept with one eye open,
and one hand on their rifles. Their ears became attuned to the faintest of noises. This

sort of apprehension made it hard for everyone to sleep and regain energy, due to the

constant alertness.



The bears proved to be particularly aggressive and territorial, which made it difficult for
scouting the best place for ascension. The bears were similar in size to a Grizzly, but
they had much darker fur like that of a black bear. The bears were uncannily similar
to the Arctodus (the short faced bear). The Arctodus was thought to have been extinct,
but for some reason they existed here in this range. William chronicled their behavior in

his journals.

PThey are like guard dogs ewatching for intruders=.They are outside the steep slopes, walking

along the perimeters.  They seem to be like minions or guards, lumbering back and forth, to

and fro.”

It was inevitable that he and his men would have to pass through the bear’s territory, in

order to get themselves higher ground, above the bears natural range. William writes,

“Danby, one of my best men, who «was assessing a safe passage was caught betaween a sheer

cliff and one of these bears. He jumped, and luckily fell through a bed of pine branches to a



slope beloaw. He awas unscathed, but still wvery shaken up. Vou could see the fear in the eyes of

the other men as they listened to bis tale around the firelight that night.”

Sleeping in such bospitable areas proved to be hard for William and his men. He speaks of

the bears throughout bis journal with fear, but also with admiration from «what be feared.

“I can feel their round beady eyes looking upon me. They are the solid forest souls, born in the
deep thick awoods. Their animal smell masked by evergreen scemts that awaft through the air.
They are hidden in the awoods awaiting. They stare through the same «woods at night, and

look into our camp. Do e feel protected, with our guns at our side? Or are awe just
parandid fools? Peve had my gun at my side constantly=and I think they know it. They
bawve not entered the camp=they dare not cross that invisible line, the unspoken one awe put

betaween animals and man. I think they are aaiting for us to enter into their domain.”

After several days, William and his men eventually found a safe passage through a
narrows called spider point. After passing through a scrambled mess of criss—cross
branches, they finally emerged from the thick pine, reaching the sparse scrub brush that
hugged the base of the steep slopes. Directly above them was a carved bowl of towering

rocks this was the base of the steep incline they had to climb. It was free from the



bears, and had less ice, snow, and loose rock, which decreased the probability of an

avalanche.

T he Ascenson

The chosen route proved to be a hard one, as the weather conditions worsened. At times
it was difficult for William and his men to see five feet in front of them. The winds
got to be so strong that it stopped them from moving up. They were stuck on the side
of the mountain in a blizzard. His men doubted the existence of such a creature. How
could an insect survive this cold place that seemed so inhospitable? His crew had lost
faith in him rather quickly, and they thought he had gone mad. By the time they had
made it halfway up the mountain, most of the men had turned back. Some had
frostbite, some were delirious, and some were just homesick for the things that gave a

man comfort in life. Bjorn recalls in his journal=.

PJune 14, 1924 10 am=. I awas barely coberent, when I glanced up towards the towering

spires, and I saw the yellow lights flash on and off.”



He notes that he was the only one who saw it, due to the fact that most of his crew
were looking for ways to keep warm, rather than looking for bouncing beads of light in

the skyline. He writes,

“The men think I am loosing my mind, and perbaps they are right=morale is loaw.”

By day three the only crewman left other than Bjorn was Ash, the camp cook, and their

native guide Kaitosh.

As quickly as the weather had set upon them, they were released from it, as the sun
soothed the mountain wall like a warm washcloth on the face. They were finally at the
crest of the mountains south side. Bjorn peered down, for the first time, into the valley.
He was surprised to see such a vibrant field of green; like the canopy of a jungle. The

valley stretched on as far as the eye could see.

Kaitosh had set the ropes for them to climb down, but he was nervous in doing so. He

had the legends of the bees within him, ingrained and instilled within his being. Had he



forgotten his folkloric soul, and the repercussions of messing with what he was warned

against? He looked into the valley, not with curious eyes, but with regret.

William and Ash repelled down off the cliff face, immune to karma, and curses, because
they were curious and infallible. When they began to lower themselves down, Kaitosh

had turned and he was gone.

“wand finally in the end it awas only up to Ash and myself to descend into the wvalley. 1
auas surprised by Ash’s enthusiasm, and determination. I could see in Kaitoshs® eyes that he

aas against descending into the wvalley.”

William was obsessed, hungry, and exhausted to the point of delirium. They lowered

themselves down the steep vertical slope slowly, and methodically.

“Looking doawn awas not in our best interest, as it awas full of vertigo=and awe aere not
sure if awe had tied off enough rope to carry us the whole way. That thought wwas the most
Srightening of all, because awe awould have no strength left if that were the case to lift

ourselves back up.”



The rope faded below them into an abyss of fog, and the bottom seemed to go on
forever. This did not alter William’s determination, because he was obsessed with
reaching the bottom, one way or another. He lowered him self inch by inch, moment
by moment. After several hundred feet they reached the bottom. When their feet
touched the ground, they collapsed. Their hands and arms went limp, and William

began to cry hysterically. He was exhausted, and it had broken him.

“I was so happy to see the ground beneath my feet, that I could not contain my
emotions. When I opened my eyes to what was before me, I could not believe what I

was seeing. It was the most amazing forest I have ever seen~like stepping into a dream.”

After resting, they made there way down into the lush valley. They were quickly
enveloped within a nest of trees, and thick grasses. Everything was alive, untouched,

and remarkably pristine.



"The walley is so rich, and green. It is full of life, and hard to believe. After several days
of climbing, and ascending the south rim=. «we are finally bere in the center of the valleyen.
Amongst its beauty e have found a safe passage. With everyone gone, except for Ash=I am
not sure we’ll make it out alive. The air is warm doawn bere. It's moist, unlike the air om
the other side that is dry and barsh. We can't determine whbat keeps this envvironment so

temperate when surrounded by such <iolent awinds, and storms/

T he bee on the footpath

William and Ash had seen the bees at a perceptible distance, but not at close range,
until walking through an open area in the woods, where they came upon the body of a

bee on the ground. William writes of his discovery.

“While walking along we came across a giant bee on our path. It awas the size of a small
bird. Its breath labored up and down as its abdomen glowed, and pulsed. We awatched as
it faded to nothing. It seemed to look at us «with an understanding in its giant eye. It awas
intelligence. We looked at it with empathy. There seemed to be some connection. I could see

straight into it, through its large eyes. I felt a presence of something, and then the eye glazed



over, turning flat and grey. Its life was awiped out. Newer had I seen an insect die in such
an intimate way. The small life was brought closer to us by being larger than usual, in

abich the details of the small life became transcendental.”

William and Ash carefully placed the bee in a cigar box. William dumped out the last
two cigars, and stuffed them into his front shirt pocket. He placed a rag inside to pad

the bee from bouncing around.

“No ome is going to believe this.”

Apis Winterata

The bees were a great distance from where they were, and the closest bee they had
come in contact with was the dead bee they found on the footpath. The range of the
bees was vast, and Bjorn realized that he would have to make a second trip with more

provisions, if he were to explore the valley any further.



They camped out that night in the center of the valley. To their surprise the valley
came to life at night, and in the sky was alive with beads of light whizzing by. The
spectacle was similar to the Northern lights, only it was fractured, broken up, and

pulsing on and off.

After resting a full night free from bears, they were rejuvenated, and fully revived.
They knew that their provisions would run out sooner than later, so they had to make

there way back to their ropes.

On their way back, William heard another buzzing. He followed the sound through
some dense foliage to a small cave. He noticed that the cave was filled with smaller
bees. The cave walls had honey dripping down them, and William sampled a drop with

his finger.

“I could not believe that there was a bee indigenous to North America, capable of

producing this much honey~especially honey this exquisite!”



William would later call this lesser bee the Apis Winterata.

“If there are to be others who wish to enter this place, then there has to be a route
through the mountain. We have decided to blast through the range, and create a shaft

that will allow us to enter by a rail.”

T unnd into the Valley

William returned to the valley, in the spring of 1926, and over the better part of six
months a tunnel was burrowed through a section of the mountain. The valley was
exposed for the first time, to another world that it remained isolated from for so very
long. It was more of an open sore in the side of the mountain; a damp black under-lit

tunnel.

On subsequent trips William captured a colony of the Apis Winterata, and began to

propagate the species by building square box hives, which he then experimented with.



The Apis Winterata is a bee roughly the size of the common European Honeybee, but
William found that they were capable of growing much larger. The larger he made

the boxes, the larger the bees became.

Assniboine Fair, Augus 1928

William’s Famous Honey was unveiled at the Assiniboine Fair in Winnipeg, Manitoba on

August 28, 1928. William set up a table under a small circus style tent with a red-

white swirl top. He told his tales of the giant bee like a showman at a carnival. He

told of his discovery of a new bee that he called the Apis Winterata. At first people
began to laugh at him=saying:

“It is just honey, like any other honey. What’s so special about your honey?”

“You are full of it/” Said another,
“You are just trying to make a buck.” Said a woman.
William felt the proof was in the pudding, and he let the doubters try it. He knew
that they could not hide their satisfaction upon the first taste of it, because it was like a

powerful drug. He let the people crowd around his table trying it, one after another.

“It’s amazing!” One yelled



“Pwve never had honey like this before.” Said another
“It’s making me feel elated.” Commented a lady. The commotion was growing. After
a few days there was a lineup to get into Williams tent.  His honey was lifting

everyone’s spirits. It became an instant success.

Word of the magical honey soon attracted a government official, who came to inspect

the suspect honey, believing it to be some new drug from the orient.

The government official was a robust man with wire-rimmed spectacles, and a tailored
suit. It was discernable from his attire that he was paid well, and ate well due to his
large stature. He looked at William, and asked him about the honey.

“Where is it from? Hoaw did you get it? Is it a drug?”

William just urged him to try it for himself. When the government man tried it, his
eyes lit up, like he had been hit by a blinding revelation. He looked at the label: Oze
spoonful will do you good. 'The government man’s concern quickly faded, and he
instantly disregarded the true nature of his inspection. He was under the spell of

William’s honey.



By the third day, William’s tent was ram packed with people, but he was running out
of honey. At this point the customers turned into a mob. The honey had taken them
over like a quickening addiction; they suddenly turned mad. They were frantically asking
him where they could get more honey. If they couldn’t get any from him, then where
else could they get it? The crowd was ready to turn against him, so he quickly slipped
out the back, running off with a case full of money. Leaving the tent, table, and mob

behind.

After the fair, William met with a contingency of government officials, which had
similar interests as himself: profit. Among these men, the government honey taster
himself was in attendance. They sat around a huge parliamentary table, and discussed

the wonderments of this new honey.

When a server entered the meeting room with a rolling table of teacups and tea,
William pulled out a bottle of honey from his brown canvas sack. All the officials

began to murmur, simultaneously, as he held it up so that the light passed through it,



projecting an amber glow. He urged the officials to try it in their tea, as a testament to
the deal they were about to make. One by one they put spoonfuls of honey into their

tea, and when they tried it, their eyes lit up. =~ William had them in his hands.

William propositioned the officials to sell plots of land in the upper regions. He was a
lucrative man as much as an inquisitive man=so he made a clear case for himself to be
the governing official that would control the land claims, and he would take a
commission on every plot of land sold~Under the influence of the honey the answer was
unanimous: William would be the governing body of the Langstroth Valley. The first
deeds became available in August 1929, and by September the rush for the bee’s honey

was on.

T he great bee rush

The great bee rush had started. It was like the gold rush, where everyone was hoping
for more; more from life; more opportunity, and more prosperity. The beekeeper’s that

settled the area followed the principles of mountain hive box making. The bigger they



made the hives the more honey there would be, so many of them opted for larger than
normal hive sizes. This proved to be a risky business for two reasons: If the bees
became too large they would become unmanageable, and the larger mountain bees would
see the lesser bees as a threat. The increased size of the Apis Winterata would entice a
competitive response from the larger mountain bees. This would increase the risk of
attack from the mountain bees, and the beckeepers would stand the risk of losing their
lives by the mountain bee’s deadly sting. In the natural way of things, the mountain bee

was the bully, and it would not allow for the lesser bees to get any larger.

From the time of its discovery up until 1930, still no one knew much of the mountain
bees. They were observed at night, but seldom seen up close. Their habitat covered

vast areas, and they had not been fully studied.



T he cave hive

William was still searching for the mountain bee’s home. He was obsessed with the
giant bees that were so elusive. While hiking through the range in August of 1930, he
came across a giant cave that seemed to hum like a giant electrical transformer. He
was sure that the cave housed a great population of these giant bees. He knew that it

would be dangerous as he writes:

“I know that I have found the mouth to the entrance of the great mountain hive. I sit

bellow it mow, pondering my fate if I am to enter.”

The pen trails off, and then nothing. No more entries.

William was sure that it would be his last adventure. He entered the cave. All that

remained was his journal of hand drawn pictures, and notes of the Langstroth Range.



