
Mishal Cazmi travels to 
Ouessant, France, to learn 

about the secret lives of 
black bees and their skin-
soothing, wrinkle-fighting 

honey, the magic ingredient 
in Guerlain’s Abeille Royale 

skincare line.

Ge t t in G t o o u e ssa n t  feels a bit like being in a Bond movie. The tiny island 
(known as Ushant in English) sits on the most westerly point of France, off the coast 
of Brittany. For part of the journey, I’m in full 007 mode, hopping on a quick flight 
from Paris to Brest. Since the island is flanked by the Atlantic Ocean and the 
English Channel, the second portion of the trip involves a motorboat. That’s 
when my dreams of espionage start to fall apart. During the 45-minute, stomach-
churning ride, the boat practically flies across the choppy waters, the wind whipping 
through my hair and the salty water splashing my face. So much for feeling like a spy.

The moment the island comes into view, I feel like I’m entering the villain’s lair—with 
waves crashing against jagged granite rocks and lighthouses jutting out from a blanket of 
fog. It’s easy to see why it’s home to one of the most powerful lighthouses in the world (called 
Phare du Créac’h) and why the island’s very name once struck fear among sailors. 

All this is important because the island’s remote location and unwelcoming rocky shoreline 
help to make it one of the purest ecosystems in the world, recognized as a “biosphere reserve” 
by UNESCO. It’s why French beauty brand Guerlain carefully picked this region  
to source the honey used in its luxe, ultra-moisturizing Abeille Royale skincare range.

Ouessant is home to a species of black bees (called Apis Mellifera Mellifera if you want to 
get fancy) that are unlike any others on the planet. They live a pretty sweet life on the island, 
untouched by pollution, pesticides or people. That makes for some very, very good honey. 

While it looks intimidating from afar, the island transforms into an otherworldly kind of 
beauty the moment you set foot on it. The rocks give way to lush land dotted with wildflowers 
and sheep and villages made up of gardens overflowing with fluffy hydrangeas and quaint little 
shops and restaurants. Roughly 1,000 people live here but—fun fact—they’re outnumbered by 
their winged cohabitants (roughly 10 million!). In other words, there are more bees here than 
on Beyoncé’s Instagram. 

When it’s time to visit the hives, we get into our beekeeper suits and take a short drive 
before stopping and walking the rest of the way. That’s because bees aren’t 
exactly a tourist attraction and you can only visit their home if you’re a 
part of the Ouessant Black Bee Conservation Association. “It can’t be 
like a zoo because every time you go there, you stress the bees,” explains 
Jacques Kermagoret, our tour guide and resident bee whisperer (his actual 
title is president of the association).

O
U

E
SS

A
N

T 
P

H
O

TO
: J

E
A

N
 P

IC
O

N
. M

A
P

: I
ST

O
C

K
 

P
H

O
TO

. P
R

O
D

U
C

T 
P

H
O

TO
: C

A
R

LO
 M

E
N

D
O

Z
A

 

Guerlain 
a beille 
Royale 

n ight 
Cream, 

$204, one 
of three 

new creams 
launching 

this fall.
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Black Bee
The making 
of Abeille 
Royale.

3. It’s then filtered 
before production to 

avoid any impurities in 
the final formula.

5. Product is bottled into 
the recognizable buttercup 

yellow packaging.

Exploring the island of 
Ouessant on foot.

Glow’s beauty editor, Mishal, 
in her beekeeper suit before 

visiting the hives.

As I watch Kermagoret and his beekeeping 
partner-in-crime, Paul, carefully extract the honey 
from the honeycombs, I get the lowdown on the 
process. They collect it three times a year—in July, 
August and September—and amass about 4,200 
grams worth. That’s when Guerlain comes in. They 
get the goods twice yearly, which accounts for 20 per 
cent of the total production. (Some of that liquid 
gold is jarred and sold locally—you’ll have to look 
for Miel de Bouche about town.)

Guerlain isn’t just on board with honey because 
it’s a buzzy ingredient (pun intended). There’s 
science to back it up, of course. Honey’s known 
for its healing and soothing properties, for being 
packed with antioxidants, B vitamins, minerals 
and cell-fuelling sugars and for helping with 
everything from wrinkles and loss of firmness to 
repairing micro-damages in the epidermis, the outer 
layer of skin. More importantly, the beauty brand’s 
relationship with bees is pretty personal.

Its affair with bees began 163 years ago under 
Napoleon III, when perfumer Pierre-François-
Pascal Guerlain created a bespoke perfume for 
the emperor and his wife in a bottle carved with 
gold bees, the emblem of the empire. Eventually, 
Guerlain adopted bees as its insignia, putting them 
on perfume bottles and in creams. Most notably, 
they’re featured in Abeille Royale, which uses the 
honey from Ouessant along with amino acid-rich 
royal jelly (that gooey stuff the worker bees feed their 
queen), which is also locally sourced in France. The 
line debuted in 2010 with a serum. This fall, the 
brand is launching three new creams with an even 
more souped-up formula featuring two new types 
of hyaluronic acid that penetrate deeper into the 

skin, plus Moroccan honey. The trio slathers on 
like a dream, absorbs beautifully and smells like a 
delicate honey tea, a scent that was cooked up by 
Guerlain’s in-house perfumer, Thierry Wasser.

But Guerlain’s relationship with Ouessant 
doesn’t end with the sweet stuff. In 2015, it 
announced a 10-year partnership that would 

continue to protect and preserve the island’s 
unique ecosystem. The pact signals the larger 
problem of bees being in danger of extinction 
because of pesticide use, climate change, disease 
and loss of habitat. Losing good honey isn’t the 
only thing we should be worried about, says 
Kermagoret. “[Bees are] responsible for 30 per 
cent of the pollination of flowers. Without them, we 
will lose a huge amount of fruit, [and] sunflowers 
and sunflower seeds will disappear completely.” 

Before I leave Ouessant, I learn about yet 
another talent bees possess: the ability to predict 
the weather. “The queen will start laying eggs 
three weeks before we are going to have good 
weather, because she knows in three weeks’ time, 
it will be sunny,” explains Kermagoret. I look up 
at the clear, bright July sky and wonder if it’s time 
for the eggs to hatch. I may have felt like Bond at 
the beginning of my trip, but the bees are the real 
heroes here. 

ThErE ArE morE BEEs hErE ThAn 
on BEyoncé’s InsTAgrAm.

1. Honey is 
collected in 

the beehives 
three times a 

year.

2. Conditioned and placed into 
tight packaging by a beekeeper, 
it’s sent directly to La Ruche, the 
factory where it’s stored in a dark, 
temperature-controlled setting.

4. Total production 
time is six weeks, 
with quality control 
tests taking place 
after each step.
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