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EDITORIAL

CORONAVIRUS
The first week of November, and once again 
the UK is in lockdown to help control the 
ever continuing rise in the number of people 
who are affected by the health, social and 
economic problems brought about by the 
coronavirus pandemic. It is the same in 
Greece where I live and in many other parts 
of the world where people never believed that 
such a crisis would occur, so sure have we 
been of our security from major disasters. We 
don’t know whether the lockdown will work 
or what happens if cases continue to rise. 
We are living in very uncertain times. The 
last time I felt anything like this was in 
October 1962. I was in a physics lesson. 
My classmates and myself, hardly paying 
attention to the teacher, spent so much time 
looking at our watches and making faces at 
each other, all of us wondering what would 
happen once it was three pm. Fortunately, 
nothing occurred and it was only when 
we got home that we heard that the Soviet 
ships transporting nuclear missiles to Cuba 
decided after all not to break through the 
US blockade but to turn away.  The threat 
of nuclear war was very great in those times. 
Living in Lincolnshire we could hear the 
scrambling of the four Vulcan bombers as 
they raced skywards, in just a few minutes 
being ready to defend the country, one of 
our few deterrents at that time. Corona 
virus though is a silent foe; we never know 
when it will strike next and our only real 
defence against it is the way in which we 
behave, not because legislation tells us how, 
but because common sense and care for 
others should be our guiding principle.  If 
anything can be salvaged from the problems 
of lockdown, it is the good fortune of 
living in a very technical world where we 
can communicate in so many ways thus 
keeping in contact with our families and 
friends as well as conducting our work from 
within our homes.  Whilst being denied a 
physical presence at the many events which 
are an important part of our beekeeping 
calendar, we owe a huge debt to the many 
individuals and organisations that have 
have allowed us to participate in virtual 
meetings, presentations and lectures. An 
additional benefit of these events is that no 
matter where they take place in the world, 
registered guests can log on from their own 
homes - and afterwards have for some time 
access to the contents of the meetings. 

OVERWINTERING OF BEES 
Richard Taylor, the late well-respected 
American beekeeper and writer once sent 
me an article comprising his thoughts on 
the wintering of bees. Looking back at that 
article written nearly forty years ago, which 
is republished below, the main principles of 
overwintering colonies are still much the 
same now, despite the problems we have 
with varroa. Taylor saw that  there was 
little excuse for the loss of bees in winter 
- it wasn’t per se a winter problem; it was 
a beekeeper problem in that the colonies 
which didn’t survive were (1) inadequately 
or inappropriately fed, or (2) the hives 
didn’t have the necessary ‘climate’ needed 
for the well-being of colonies. 

(1). Winter feeding. It is generally 
known that honey is the best food for 
bees during the winter and in adequate 
quantities, not just to last them until 
March but well beyond that. Springs can 
be very late with often the weather not 
allowing the bees to forage. It might be 
argued by some that rock solid combs of oil 
seed rape honey may not be suitable, that 
in some areas the high content of pollen 
in heather can cause digestive problems for 
bees, and certainly that unripened honey 
is unsuitable because of its tendency to 
ferment. 

In economic terms it seems to make 
sense that it is better to harvest what honey 
is available. After all, profit margins are 
greater when expensive honey is replaced 
with the far cheaper sugar syrup. But how 
good is winter feed consisting mainly of 
syrup for colonies? In this issue is another  
interesting piece from the past  regarding 
the work of Heinrich Freudenstein - an 
early pioneer in beekeeping, who made his 
name by extolling the virtues of sugar-fed 
bees in winter, good news for those who 
want to maximise their honey takes.  

Many years ago a good friend, 
Albert Knight, prepared a new hive with 
foundation and shook a colony of bees 
into it. He fed the bees exclusively on 
sugar syrup in early autumn thus giving 
the colony time to build comb and ripen 
the syrup ready for winter.  He was not 
surprised that despite having a good 
population the bees, in pre-varroa times, 
failed to make it through the winter. 

I have learned a lot about beekeeping 
in Greece. Most importantly, despite the 

months of spring flowers which appear in 
great quantities and variety from January 
to June, I am unable to harvest any honey. 
The average honey take in my village is just 
9 kg per colony, which is there ready for 
harvesting in mid-summer. However, by 
doing so, all the colonies would have to be 
fed to survive the long drought from June 
until the end of October before the autumn 
rains allow plants to flower again. I live 
in a zero honey area; there is no surplus. 
The bees need the honey for themselves. 
The only way beekeepers survive is to feed 
heavily and move their colonies from place 
to place, especially to the mountains for 
honeydew.

Each autumn  beekeepers should 
carefully make up their minds about how 
much honey they need to leave on their 
hives. There is no strict rule, as wintering 
conditions vary from place to place as well 
as the timing of spring in their locations.

(2) Ventilation. I think this aspect of 
beekeeping has been discussed for ever at 
beekeepers meetings, where I have known 
opposing views have caused a lot of discord 
in associations since so entrenched were 
people entrenched in what they believed 
was the correct method. Normally, in the 
UK, a mouse guard provided ventilation at 
the entrance to the hive and the roof with 
two vents which allowed air to escape from 
the opening in the crown board. When 
spring arrived, quilts and blankets would 
be added to the crown board to keep the 
hive snug for the developing brood nest. 

Whilst Taylor describes hives coming 
through winter in the US with just a mesh 
screen on the top of the frames, he believes 
that just a ‘crack’ or small space above the 
frames will suffice for aeration as long as 
the hive entrance is opened sufficiently. 

I remember the time in the UK when 
we were advised to put a matchstick  under 
each corner of the crown board to improve 
ventilation. That, and having wide mesh at 
the hive entrances. 

Most of the beekeepers I know in Greece 
don’t use crown boards, or anything else 
for that matter. The top bars are exposed to 
the air from the four vents in the hive roof. 

I used to follow this practice until I 
started to put quilts over the frames and 
the bees loved them. They fully proposed 
the undersides of the quilts to keep the 
hives nice and cosy. 
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Matchstick under the corner of a crown board to 
help ventilation.

Varroa has changed the way in which 
colonies are given ventilation, as some 
beekeepers are quite happy to leave the mesh 
floors on their hives all year long. The plastic 
and mesh floors are screwed firmly in place 
and give plenty of air to the colonies during 
transportation.

Despite the comments above, have we not 
really got to the roots of adequate ventilation 
of colonies? Wedmore’s Ventilation of Hives, 
provides a book full of material on the 
subject. Many people are looking to the past 
as to how colonies can be given the right 
amount of air - it is not only the air that 
is important, it is its relationship with the 
insulation properties of the hives which help 
to prevent cold conditions which otherwise 
would allow condensation to occur - cold 
and condensation together being bad for the 
colony. 

Interestingly, before 1851 most bee hives 
had just the one entrance and provided 
colonies for hundreds of years with no 
problems. Nor was the entrance mostly 
at the bottom of the hive. Designers of 
modern hives might have given over to a 
touch of anthropomorphism when creating 
new hives, making them look more like a 
domestic house with the front door at the 
bottom of the hive and lines of colonies 
looking like a housing estate! 

Propolised quilt.

Varroa floor.

My cottage hives, my mistake. House-like bee hives with threshold, front door and pitched ventilated roof. 
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  Many beekeepers including, Professor 
Tom Seeley,  are finding that a hive with just 
a simple entrance, approximately 3.2 cm 
in diameter, is sufficient for colonies even 
when they are housed in the trunks of trees. 
It seems that insulation is  a very important 
factor. 

The conclusion to all this may simply 
be that the current pattern of modern hives 
is lacking in its suitability  for bees - even 
Langstroth in his later years believed that 
his Langstroth hive should have been deeper 
and with much thicker walls. Of course, it 
is highly probable that the current status 
of modern hives may be partially due to 
wartime restrictions on wood supplies and 
the gradual elimination of double-walled 
hives and cottage hives with two double-
sided walls which supported the frame ends. 

HONEY AND HEALTH
During this current pandemic many 
articles in newspapers have been published 
on the health giving properties of honey 
and it seems that the public is responding 
by buying increasing amounts of it. For a 
long time the special benefits of manuka 
honey have been known with explanations 
provided for the public to reveal why there 
are different grades and thus prices for the 
product, which relate, of course, to the 
number and types of bacteria eliminated  
when tested in vitrio.

We have two articles in this issue on bee 
products and health - firstly by Cecil Tonsley 
whose book Honey for Health has just been 
republished, the other by our new German 
correspondent Jörg Rother who describes 
a detailed range of hive products and how 
they have been used not only in the past, but 
also today, particularly in former Eastern 
Bloc countries. 

I had the pleasure of lying on bee hives 
in a carefully constructed shed  whilst in 
Ukraine to improve my health. The whole 
experience was wonderful. Relaxing on a soft 
mattress with the scent of the aromas from 
the bees and the pine wood I soon drifted 
to sleep, waking three hours later feeling 
thoroughly refreshed. All beekeepers should 
try and construct a similar cabinet in their 
gardens; perhaps lockdown would be the 
time to do this if you manage to get together 
the necessary materials. 

Above left. Below right: Build a cabin so that you 
can sleep on your hives.  My time in them in Ukraine 
was one of the most relaxing experiences I have 
encountered. 
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WILDLIFE PHOTOGRAPHY
Wishing to obtain some good photos of birds relating to beekeeping, 
I became aware that a former colleague of mine, Jo Bird, had since 
her retirement become an expert in many aspects of photography, 
especially in nature. I had seen some of her photos on Facebook 
pages and wanted to know about her work. Her response below is  
accompanied by many examples of her work. Whilst initially it was 
insect eating birds which I was interested in, having seen part of her 
portfolio, I couldn’t resist including more of her work. 

Many beekeepers use photography and extremely good examples 
of their work can be seen on social media sites. Perhaps using the 
opportunity provided by lockdown will enable people to hone their 
photographic skills and update their portfolios. Many of Jo’s photos 
are taken very close to her home, and certainly most people will be 
able to take photos on walks the government is allowing.

Finally, let’s all use lockdown purposefully and hope for a quick 
and lasting end to the pandemic.

DAVID CHARLES.
At the time of going to press I heard the 
sad news that David Charles, friend and 
well-known stalwart of beekeeping, was 
undergoing end of life care in Taunton 
Hospital following a severe and sudden 
aneurism. Despite the seemingly hopeless 
diagnosis, we do hope that things might 
change for the better and that meanwhile 
he is receiving all the comfort and help that  
he needs. 

John Phipps, 8th November

Tawny Owl (Copyright Jo Bird)

John Phipps and  
David Charles, 
National Honey Show, 
27th October, 2017. 
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THE GLORIOUS 12TH OF AUGUST
Dear Sir,  
On page 5 of the September 2020 issue of 
The Beekeepers Quarterly there is a piece in 
the editorial section headed:  “The Glorious 
12th of August”.  As a beekeeper I have been 
subscribing to the magazine assuming that 
I am getting a magazine that is informative 
and educational for beekeepers.  I was 
shocked to see your unbelievably biased 
editorial about grouse shooting.  I’m sure 
that many beekeepers have strong views 
on shooting; many being supportive of 
shooting and probably some against the 
sport.  But to see such a biased viewpoint 
in the editorial of the magazine left me 
shocked.  I thought for a moment that I was 
reading a publication of the League Against 
Cruel Sports.  And might I point out that 
you are a beekeepers magazine, and not a 
publicity outlet for the League Against Cruel 
Sports.  That biased editorial comment has 
no place in a beekeepers magazine.   

I will not be renewing my subscription 
to The Beekeepers Quarterly.  

  Yours sincerely,  P A Mandeville 

Dear Editor
Your piece the Glorious Twelfth of August 
raises really good questions. Moors managed 
for grouse shooting are, in the modern age, 
likely to have greater bio diversity than 
unmanaged moors but that isn’t, on its own, 
a justification for shooting. However, an 
increasing number of shooting moors are as 
interested in ecology as they are in shooting.

I must correct you on one point which 
seems to have gained credence in the 
beekeeping circles. Grouse are never reared. 
They are always completely wild, hence the 
obsession of the gamekeepers with predator 
control.

John Hastings-Bass

Dear Mr Phipps
For several years my wife has bought me an 
annual subscription to The Bee Beekeepers 
Quarterly as a Christmas present.  I have 
enjoyed receiving this and reading the 
content which gives a good broad coverage 
of the international beekeeping scene and 
research. The photography and illustrations 
are of high quality and are very much part of 
the appeal of the magazine.

I must say however that, although you 
as editor are perfectly entitled to express 
opinion, things have recently moved  
too far down the road of environmental 
campaigning without offering solutions to 
our problems based upon sound knowledge 

or personal experience. Your reputation 
would be safer if you stuck to bees and 
beekeeping.

Your piece in the current issue entitled 
The Glorious 12th of August typified this 
and prompted me to write. 

I do share your views about commercial 
driven pheasant and partridge shooting, but 
you very clearly know very little about grouse 
moor management. Populations of Red 
Grouse are largely dependent upon habitat 
management including rotational heather 
burning and predator control. They are not 
and never have been  reared artificially and 
then released as you incorrectly suggest. 

The mountain hare issue is complicated. 
When we lived in Aberdeenshire their 
numbers had risen to almost plague 
proportions  probably as a  result of over-
zealous predator control on the moor.  They 
posed a hazard to traffic on the roads and 
clearly something had to be done. A balance 
has to be struck especially as regard to 
heather management for the needs of both 
grouse, sheep and bees. If moors are allowed 
to be without control they will soon be 
covered by lank heather and scrub neither 
of which is much use to  either landowners, 
farmers or beekeepers. 

I write as one who has lived with my 
bees on the edge of North York Moors for 
45 years. I do not shoot grouse because I 
cannot afford it, but I do know that it brings 
a lot of money into the local rural economy 
at every level of society. 

Yours sincerely 
Henry Kaye 

Master Beekeeper

The Editor replies.: 
First of all it was not my attention to attempt 
to form any campaign against grouse 
shooting. I said that given the opportunity I 
would refrain from taking my bees to well 
managed heather moors. No difference really 
than saying that I would prefer to eat free 
range eggs from those produced in batteries. 
Yes, I made the one mistake of saying that  
grouse were raised and released into the 
wild; whilst it is true for some species such 
as grey grouse, this is not so with red grouse. 

So, why in particular was I moved to 
comment at all on grouse shooting? Quite 
simply the ignorance of gamekeepers who 
believe that mountain hares are responsible 
for the deaths of thousands of grouse each 
year by spreading their pests and diseases. 
This has proved to be wrong yet the culling 
of thousands of mountain hares has gone on 
year after. Both brown hare and mountain 
hares are higher mammals that benefit the 

environment in many ways. It is a joy to 
watch them in spring and they have a very 
long history with mankind in myth and magic. 
Given the opportunity, the hare for at least 
part of its life can be a wonderful companion. 
My wife and I are aware of this having reared 
a leveret from day one when a child brought it 
to us believing that it had been abandoned by 
its mother - not realising that for reasons of 
safety she scatters her young around a field 
making nightly rounds to feed them. Our hare 
made a delightful pet, sitting on my shoulder 
at night - and as she got older we gradually 
got her used to the wild in a huge enclosure 
before releasing her in a safe place. 

Leveret raised from birth to maturity. 

Checking on statistics of number of hares 
killed, I came across the various reports on 
issues regarding grouse hunting. After a lot 
of consultancy, it was obvious that grouse 
hunting needed further control. 
The main points were: 
• the voluntary practice of moorland 

burning was abused
• illegal burning of sensitive areas 

continued  including blanket bog moors 
leading to the destruction of important 
ecosystems 

• raptors continued to be illegally trapped 
and killed - more policing was needed 
and decisions made as to who should 
be prosecuted  - the gamekeeper or the 
landowner

• great concern about the use of medicated 
grit for grouse - often continued to be 
supplied after the withdrawal date

• concern too regarding the safety of eating 
shot grouse because of the vermicides in 
the grit; recommendations made for more 
safety checks on grouse offered for sale

• spilt medicated grit kills may soil 
organisms

 letters to the editor
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•  the unwarranted culling of hundreds of 
thousands of mountain hares in traps 
snares and shooting often involving many 
hours of suffering.

As regards not offering any solution for 
the upkeep of moorlands without resorting to 
grouse shooting, recently  the small town of  
Langholm  is hoping to buy 10 500 acres of 
local moorland for community regeneration, 
climate action,  ecological restoration, wildlife 
conservation and responsible tourism. 

I do wonder what is meant by grouse 
moors having diverse populations of wildlife. 
This is true, but artificial, in that any predator 
is ruthlessly eradicated. No balance of nature 
- and no wonder why there is an increase in 
mountain hares.

I do not know about mountain hares and 
traffic accidents, but the late Bruce Campbell, 
naturalist, writer and frequent contributor to 
The Countryman, claimed that there would 
be far fewer accidents involving animals 
on country roads if drivers kept their speed 
limit below 50 mph. Fortunately, the culling 
of mountain hares has become illegal in 

Scotland unless those involved in moorland 
management have a license. Many aspects 
of  the rules regarding the grouse industry are 
being tightened up  with all stakeholders being 
made aware that sub-standards will no longer 
be acceptable. Hopefully, the same  concerns  
expressed by the Scottish government will find 
similar  support both in England and Wales.

 
Lastly, my ability to write about such matters 
comes from thirty years of teaching agricultural 
and horticultural science, running a school 
farm whose livestock won major prizes at 
Lincolnshire and Newark County Shows, and 
also the local fat stock markets. I was fully 
involved in the local farming communities 
and made many visits to the moorlands of 
Derbyshire, Yorkshire, Scotland, Northern 
Germany and Western France. For many years 
I was involved in the management of a lowland 
nature reserve to preserve several varieties of 
heather, sundew, marsh gentians, the grayling 
butterfly and rare birds, particularly nightjars.

ht tp s : / /www.gov. s co t /b ina r i e s /
content/documents/govscot/publications/

independent-report/2019/12/grouse-
moor-management-group-report-scottish-
government/documents/grouse-moor-
management-review-group-report-scottish-
government/grouse-moor-management-
review-group-report-scottish-government/
govscot%3Adocument/grouse-moor-
management-review-group-report-scottish-
government.pdf

BKQ142 EXCELLENT ISSUE!
Dear Jeremy,
Congratulations on another excellent issue.  
I don’t know how you and John collect up 
such interesting material!  Outstanding for 
me was the Foul Brood review, only possible 
in that form by people familiar with central 
European languages.  Could you tell them 
please?  Also the Stewarton hive – fascinating 
revelations for me.

I should like copies of the two books 
reviewed.  Please send with an invoice.

Best wishes and such a shame no see due 
to pandemic.

Philip A P Draycott PhD DSc NDB
(sent via Northern Bee Books)

 letters to the editor
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BEE FARMERS ASSOCIATION
Margaret Ginman,  
General Secretary

The Healthy Bee Plan 2030 for England 
and Wales was published this month and we 
await the Scottish plan soon. BFA has played 
its part to ensure commercial bee farmers 
throughout the country are listened to and 
can play their part. 

Adverts on TV are telling us that 
all businesses in the UK must prepare 
for business post-Brexit. This has been 
emphasised to us by government officers. 
To this end BFA has been gathering and 
distributing information for our members. 
The new rules could affect both imports 
and exports but as governments battle over 
the Brexit talks, we are left unsure about 
how we will be affected and what action we 
must take. It is difficult to give up-to-date 
information. A helpful link direct to the 
import/ export information is: 

https : //www.gov.uk/government/
publications/how-to-import-and-export-
goods-between-great-britain-and-the-eu-
from-1-january-2021

On a more positive note - Fruit Focus 
is the leading technical event for the fruit 
industry in the UK and it was a great 
pleasure for the Bee Farmers Association to 
link up with them this year. Like most events 
this year it was held online for the first time.

The event was co-hosted by NIAB EMR 
and was well attended in its virtual format.

BFA played their part with a 
presentation from me (General Secretary) 
on the importance of managed and targeted 
pollination. During the presentation I 
discussed the value of pollination and the 
specific services BFA members could offer 
fruit growers. I took the opportunity to 
highlight the Rowse / BFA apprenticeship 
scheme - bringing young people into real 
rural jobs.

Fruit Focus marketing and partnership 
manager Cattrina Milne said: “We are 
delighted to be working with the BFA.  The 
pollination webinar was well attended and 
extremely engaging. It gave an insight into 
how top-fruit and soft-fruit growers can 
benefit from the bees provided under the 
BFA’s National Pollination Scheme.

“We are looking forward to a strong 
relationship with BFA and working together 
at the 2021 Fruit Focus event.”

The recruitment of seasonal worker is one 
of the biggest issues facing a number of bee 
farmers as we look to next year. As the Brexit 
transition period nears an end concerns are 
growing in all agricultural sectors about how 
we will access qualified seasonal workers.

It was with this in mind that I dialled 
in to the “Brexit: 2021 labour and preparing 
for the end of the transition period” webinar 
at Fruit Focus.

The NFU’s Tom Bradshaw told the 
meeting that we will need a seasonal worker 
scheme for next year to give us access to 
European labour. He said it would need to 
be dramatically bigger than the scheme this 
year to allow businesses to expand to meet 
sustainable food production.

He said this experience of this year had 
shown we cannot rely on UK employed 
filling the void. We have to sort out the 
“settled” and “unsettled” status of European 
workers already here. 

  He said NFU was working with DEFRA 
on the issue and felt they were being listened 
to but that it would be other departments 
that would make the final decision. 

Lobbying for the whole agricultural 
sector had become increasingly difficult but 
he thought lessons must be learned from the 
agricultural recruitment campaigns this year.

Both Tom’s and the BFA presentations are 
still available to listen to at www.fruitfocus.
co.uk/fruit-focus-forums. You have to scroll 
down to the event you are interested in and 
register to listen before you can gain access. 
It is well worth the effort.

 Another one which I would draw your 
attention to is the one titled: COVID 19: 
Lessons learned for the horticultural sector. 
Much of what was said could be applied to 
bee farming. 

And finally, the honey has been extracted 
and bee farmers are now assessing the harvest. 
It is a very varied picture up and down the 
country - some reporting crops a third of last 
year others good crops but a sudden stop in 
the nectar flow. Many say spring was good, 
summer less than average. With the heather 
crop some areas report a disastrous year 
whilst other the best year ever! 

NATIONAL HONEY SHOW
Valerie Rhenius
The Honey National Show:
-  Was the first group to support the UK 
beekeeping community with an online 
event, instead of an outright cancellation. 
About 4,500 people pre-registered for the 
show; and pre-registration was necessary for 
assessing bandwidth needs.
-  Over 2,500 people attended the show 

from all over the world, principally from 
UK; around 10% from N America, 
10% from the rest of Europe and people 
logged in from 85 different countries 
covering all regions of the world.

-  Just under half the registrants were 

beekeepers with less than five years 
experience.

-  The platform is available to those 
registered for six months - the lectures 
will be on the National Honey Show 
YouTube channel soon.
You’ll be pleased to know the platform 

is still live, and will be for the next six 
months. We’re working on getting the 
message out that the forum is still there to 
be visited. Those who registered can still 
log in, check for any ‘chat’ messages; visit 
the Agenda for each day, click on any of the 
Events, look through the Bee Craft cameos, 
the National Honey Show Information area 
and of course visit the Trade Area with all the 
interesting information and videos.

With all the uncertainty across the first 
months of this year, it was difficult to predict 
whether the show would be able to go ahead.  
As it panned out, going online was the right 
decision. To help getting the message out 
worldwide, we were very grateful to all the 
show supporters who made those video 
clips for us. They were posted on Facebook 
in the lead up to the show, and are on the 
platform itself under National Honey 
Show Information.  This included Joyce 
Nisbet’s time lapsed construction and then 
dismantling of the stunning seven-tiered 
National Honey Show Class 16 display 
entry.

Also in that section is a gem by Sue 
Carter about the show.  She and Bill Fisher 
are hoping to produce more demonstration 
videos on preparing entries for the show.  
Sue’s, together with this year’s lecture videos, 
will be posted on the National Honey Show 
YouTube Channel alongside lectures from 
previous years.

We haven’t asked for feedback yet 
from traders, but they did us proud, with 
special show offers, interesting info about 
their companies, and many went to the 
trouble of sending videos, some produced 
especially for the show. Some have (before 
I have asked)  told me their websites had 
a lot visitors while the show was live; and 
one (Claire Murthy) that her new video was 
watched on YouTube 70 times.

COLOSS
Successful global COLOSS eConference 
defies Covid-19 
The 16th Conference - and first eConference 
- of the COLOSS honey bee research 
association has now ended. Judged a great 
success by participants, this eConference 
had a record number of attendees, with 216 
members from 41 countries taking part. 
This is a clear recognition that the COLOSS 
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Membership (now in 102 countries) 
appreciate working together world-wide to 
make a sustained and valuable contribution 
to bee science. 

Detailed updates were given on the 
COLOSS Core Projects: the BEEBOOK 
(standard research methods), B-RAP 
(Bridging Research And Practice) and colony 
loss monitoring; and of the COLOSS Task 
Forces: Apitox, nutrition, sustainable bee 
breeding, small hive beetle, varroa survivors, 
varroa control, Vespa velutina and viruses. 

At the start of the year, and before 
the global Covid-19 crisis curtailed 
international travel, many constructive 
COLOSS workshops and meetings were 
held in a variety of locations. Notably, these 
included the well-attended first COLOSS 
Asia Conference, in Chiang Mai, Thailand. 

Despite Covid-19 restrictions, the 
Executive Committee were determined to 
keep the spirit and activities of COLOSS 
alive. In the several weeks prior to the main 
conference, workshops for the individual 
core projects and task forces were held 
virtually. Run at times to suit the locations 
of those involved, attendances were generally 
higher than at previous physical meetings. 
Participants discussed experimental results, 
planned publications and proposed future 
collaborative experiments. 

eConference delegates heard that a 
number of important COLOSS publications 
had been published in 2020, including two 
definitive reviews on bee viruses, the latest 
results of the international colony loss 
monitoring surveys and the BEEBOOK 
chapters on honey and bee venom. In 
addition, the COLOSS survey to determine 
the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic on bee 
research and extension activities had been 
published. 

One novel feature of the conference was 
the addition of short video presentations 
of current work which replaced the normal 
physical poster presentations. The annual 
prize for the best student presentation was 
awarded to Birgit Gessler of the University 
of Hohenheim, Germany, for her poster on: 
“Detecting molecular markers for Varroa 
Sensitive Hygiene (VSH) trait in honey 
bees”. 

The COLOSS Executive Committee are 
particularly grateful to Dr Geoff Williams 
and his colleagues from Auburn University, 
USA., who hosted the eConference, and the 
conference sponsors: Auburn University, 
Alabama Extension, the Eva Crane Trust; 
the International Bee Research Association; 
Véto-pharma; Vita (Europe); and the Ricola 
Foundation, Nature & Culture. 

VITA HEALTH
Moving Apiguard production in times of 
coronavirus 
22 October 2020 

Apiguard, the UK’s most popular varroa 
control treatment, is back in full production 
despite lockdown restrictions when 
manufacturing of the gel was moved to 
Northern Italy earlier this year. 

When Vita Bee Health decided to 
begin producing Apiguard, its near-natural 
varroa- control treatment, in Italy, the 
company knew that logistical challenges 
were inevitable and had therefore stockpiled 
several month’s reserves to ensure that the 
supply chain would not be disrupted. Then 
came covid-19 and lockdowns, first in the 
new production centre in Northern Italy 
and then at headquarters in the UK. This 
presented a novel set of experiences, but 
customers knew nothing of the dramatic 
behind-the-scenes activity. 

Paulo Mielgo, Vita Bee Health’s 
technical director, explains, “After a search 
for potential manufacturers of Apiguard, 
we found the ideal partner, Cicieffe SRL, 
near Bergamo in Northern Italy. The search 
hadn’t been straightforward because we 
needed a company holding two key licences, 
one to produce veterinary products and the 
other to produce semi-solid products, since 
Apiguard, as a gel, is a relatively specialist 
product.” 

Movement of the sophisticated 
manufacturing equipment was scheduled 
for March and the plan was that a team 
from Vita would visit Bergamo to oversee 
installation. The equipment was moved and 
ready to be assembled when the pandemic 
lockdowns began, first in Italy, just before 
the planned flight from London to Milan, 
and then in the UK. 

“Everything was ready, but it was so 
frustrating that we couldn’t travel and we had 
no idea when the lockdowns would be lifted. 
So, we quickly turned to video conferencing 
for the remote assembly work. It had to 
be four-way – and in different languages! 
Two groups were in Hampshire, one in 
Manchester and the fourth in Italy. My 
interpretation skills were stretched, not just 
by different languages but by varying accents 
and the technical language of the software 
too!” says Paulo, who speaks Spanish, Italian 
and English. 

In the event, the complex installation 
was accomplished with remarkable ease 
over a period of three days, and the first 
batches of Apiguard were being made that 
same week. “Our Italian manufacturers were 
superb,” says Paulo, “they never lost a single 

gram of the product.” 
Then came the regulatory hurdles. The 

USA could receive batches first because its 
regulatory regime is less strict for the product. 
For Europe, France was the European Union 
‘reference member’ country, which other EU 
countries would look to for the go-ahead to 
permit the product’s sale. 

Just as everything seemed to be 
proceeding along slightly delayed but 
acceptable timescales, the Italian company 
had to divert resources to the production of 
much-needed hand-sanitiser liquids to help 
in the fight against the spread of covid-19. 

“We could hardly object to Cicieffe 
diverting resources to hand gel production,” 
says Dr Max Watkins, CEO of Vita Bee 
Health. “The Italian company team had 
been working so conscientiously through 
the lockdown with many of the staff cycling 
to work – and yet all around them the 
coronavirus was threatening them, their 
families and their friends.” 

At last, on 31 August 2020, approvals 
were achieved, and product was ready to 
leave the factory. 

Max Watkins concludes, “We were 
delighted that despite the highly unusual 
and testing circumstances, the supply of 
Apiguard was delayed by just two or three 
weeks for a few European customers. 
Everything is now on track and I pay tribute 
to everyone involved in this remarkable 
success.” 

Sadly,  Vita’s most useful product Certan 
for wax moth control is no longer available 
in Europe. However, the new formulation of 
B401 has been licensed and is available for 
purchase in the US. It may take a very long 
time before it is available generally once more.  
Editor.

DISAPPEARENCE OF INSECTS
Prof. Dr Jeroen P. van der Sluijs open-
access overview paper on “Insect decline, 
an emerging global environmental risk” 
in the journal “Current Opinion in 
Environmental Sustainability” is now 
published:
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/
article/pii/S1877343520300671
It points to several key-papers for further 
reading.

Abstract:
The Earth’s entomofauna seems in an 
ongoing state of collapse. Insect decline could 
pose a global risk to key insect-mediated 
ecosystem functions and services such as 
soil and freshwater functions (nutrient 
cycling, soil formation, decomposition, and 
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  water purification), biological pest control, 
pollination services and food web support 
that all are critical to ecosystem functioning, 
human health and human survival. At present 
the attention for insect decline is low in all 
domains, ranging from scientific research 
to policy-making to nature conservation. 
Scientists made urgent calls to prioritise 
insect conservation. An international 
treaty for global pollinator stewardship and 
pollinator ecosystem restoration is urgently 
needed to counteract the current crisis. A 
review of insect pollinator conservation 
policies found that despite scientific calls 
and public outcry to develop polices that 
addresses declines, governments have not 
delivered such legislation, nor have they met 
basic monitoring needs recommended by 
experts.

Prof. Dr Jeroen P. van der Sluijs 
University of Bergen & Utrecht University 

Bergen: 
Center for the Studies of the Sciences and 

the Humanities 
PO Box 7805 
5020 Bergen 

Norway 
http://www.uib.no/en/persons/Jeroen.P..
van.der.Sluijs 

TERRY CLARE
Dear Friends in Beekeeping
Many of you would know Terry Clare from 
his attendance at the Gormanston Beekeeping 
Summer Course and also from his attendance 
at many other beekeeping events in Ireland, 
U.K. and Apimondia.

Sad news reached me during the week to 
say that Terry is very ill at the moment and 
we will not be seeing him at future events. 

 

Photograph of Terry Clare (right) at the Bee Farmers 
Association stand during the 2018 National Honey 
Show

He asked that all his beekeeping friends be 
notified of his illness. I spoke to his wife on 
Thursday evening. Terry has been admitted 
to hospice care  and was doing his normal 
beekeeping up to about seven weeks ago. 
However, he was feeling unwell and had some 
tests completed. Following the test results he 
was admitted to hospital on the 7th of August 
and to hospice care early this week.

Terry has been very much part of the 
Gormanston Beekeeping Summer Course 
for at least the past 25 years. He always spoke 
highly of Gormanston and never failed to 
express his appreciation of the event at the 
closing ceremony. He encouraged many 
newcomers from the UK over the years to 
attend. We are very grateful to Terry for his 
support over the years.

Our thoughts and prayers are with Terry 
and his family during those difficult days.

 Michael G Gleeson
Terry Clare RIP

It is with great sadness that I found out that 
my friend and fellow beekeeper Terry Clare 
passed away on Friday 4th September 2020.

I have very fond memories of Terry 
dating back to my early beekeeping career. 
We shared many an hour on the phone 
discussing Apis mm, queen breeding and 
rearing and education amongst many many 
other subjects.

We both delivered training within the 
prison system and discussed its many merits 
and pitfalls, Terry’s invitation to visit him 
on Sheppey and his subsequent advice was 
invaluable and I thank him dearly for that.

I shall miss him and our chats but feel 
thankful to have known him. My condolences 
go out to his wife Pat and family.

Sharon Bassey

JOHN SALT
Moray Dinosaurs Beekeepers’ Association

John Salt on the cover of 
The Scottish Beekeeper. 

John Salt, beekeeper 
extraordinaire died 
in the early afternoon 
of Thursday, 
1st October 
2020. John Salt was 
a ‘One Off’; he was 
so enthusiastic and 

so giving of his time to the Craft of 
beekeeping; always ready to help!  John was 
highly intelligent and gifted in so many 
ways: He also ran a successful; ‘Good Life’ 
small holding at Rafford, Morayshire for 
many years producing top quality organic 
produce to supply his own family needs and 
selling honey, free range eggs, goats milk, 
turkeys and meat chickens when there was 
a surplus.  He was a master with wood, 
mechanical engineer, computer expert, 
electronics wizard to say nothing of his skill as 
a beekeeper or his deep understanding of the 
GM and pesticide issues.  John dominated 
the ‘Scottish Beekeeper’ magazine from 1999 

until 2008 with the latest developments in GM 
crops, raising beekeeper awareness of the issue 
of pesticides like the neonicotinoids, which 
were  banned Europe-wide on April        John 
founded the Moray Beekeeping Dinosaurs 
Association in 2008 and established the 
Moray Dinosaurs’ website, which is a 
masterpiece and rates among the best of its 
kind , ranking in my opinion, above even 
Dave Cushman, who sadly was also taken 
from the Craft - untimely! John’s ‘Moray 
Dinosaurs’ website will continue, but not 
be updated, until some dedicated computer 
literate beekeeper ‘takes up the reins’ again.  
John loved his bees and husbanded them not 
only in conventional hives but also in special 
free standing ornamental hollow tree trunks 
in his immaculate garden apiary, where they 
were allowed to swarm at will to the benefit 
of the surrounding area.  John was a quiet 
perfectionist in all he did:  He came to Scotland 
as a serving RAF Flight Engineer Officer with 
his wife Juli in the 70s and flew out of Kinloss 
and Lossiemouth, where he was stationed. 
John’s task was to serve as flight engineer on 
Nimrod AEW 3 reconnaissance planes on 
information gathering missions, keeping tabs 
on the activities of Russian aircraft entering 
UK airspace during the Cold War in the 70s 
and 80s. John used his engineering skills to 
make his own home wind turbine long before 
these machines became ‘‘popular’. He also 
serviced the turbine himself, thus making 
the project even more economical.  He also 
built a powerful hydraulic ‘log splitter’ to 
service his wood burning heating system. As 
a matter of further interest John actually built 
the  computer on which his obituary was 
written. A master of innovation! John made a 
great contribution to his community and the 
Craft of beekeeping in Scotland and he will 
be sorely missed.

He was a dedicated fighter; for bees and 
beekeeping and later for his life against the 
cancer which took him.  He was the mainstay 
of the Scottish Beekeeper  magazine during 
the time I was editor in the late 90s and 
early 2000s, in his ability to get to the ‘roots’ 
of the Monsanto travesty.  He was a great 
friend and we corresponded regularly up to a 
few days before he died.

John is survived by Juli, his devoted wife, 
son Ben, daughter Emma, Adi, Aggie, and 
his two grandchildren to whom we send our 
heartfelt condolences.                                                                                                                                    

On behalf of The Beekeepers Quarterly I 
offer our deepest sympathies for the families of 
Terry Clare and John Salt at this time. I shall 
certainly miss the emails from John which kept 
me in touch with his battle to keep bees free from 
pesticides. And, of course, his ‘Bee Good!’ at the 
end of each posting.
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Beekeeping During a Pandemic
Geoff Hopkinson BEM NDB

BEEKEEPING has always 
experienced an ever-changing 
vocabulary of which the latest Is 
Zoom. For the uninitiated, this 

technique is similar to Skype or Microsoft 
teams, and is, in effect, on-line video 
conferencing. The National Diploma in 
Beekeeping held a successful Annual General 
Meeting in October via this ever-growing 
technique but the real test will come with the 
diploma examination planned for 2021.

The decision by the National Honey 
Show to go virtual in November is a different 
kettle of fish; normally it is a three-day activity 
and aimed at a very much larger audience. 
However, the organising committee are to be 
congratulated for attempting such an exercise. 
One may only surmise on the fate of ‘Tradex’ 
and the BBKA Spring Convention in 2021.

The British Beekeepers Association are 
to be complimented for their attempts to 
continue with their beekeeping examinations, 
albeit on a greatly reduced scale. One concept 
is for the examination to be held in the 
individual’s own home with the candidate’s 
iPhone scanning the room at all times. We 
must wait and see!

The NDB Beekeeping Short Courses 
have a most commendable track record 
in producing high calibre courses aimed, 

but not exclusively, at those seeking higher 
qualifications in beekeeping. They represent a 
high level of instruction, but the attempts to 
overcome the extreme difficulties created by 
lock-down have been replicated by some local 
associations to good effect.

However, due to the ever-increasing locked 
down areas, associations have, to varying 
degrees, made arrangements for mentoring 
systems, whereby when beginners are 
experiencing difficulties, a nearby experienced 
beekeeper will make an apiary visit.

There is yet to be a common sense 
agreement regarding travel distances. Being 
food producers, beekeepers are regarded as 
agricultural workers, where it is necessary to 
travel often longish distances to care for their 
bees. Mentoring a troubled beekeeper could 
be regarded as a common sense application of 
that food-producers rule.

One well known commercial beekeeper 
has found that his lucrative sideline drawing 
in lecture fees has dried up, while the sale of 
his honey at Famers Markets are a thing of the 
past, at least for the time being. In addition, 
the normally brisk demand for mated queens 
and nuclei has declined. On the other hand, 
the demand for honey in bulk is brisk, with 
the demand for local honey equally keen at 
Association level - there being a feeling that 

this natural substance is part of a healthier life 
style at a time when illness is the major topic 
of the day.

One can only speculate on the long term 
effects of the Covid virus that is affecting every 
one in the British Isles in one form or another. 
Overseas conferences are a non-starter whilst 
at the other end of the scale, school beekeeping 
clubs are suffering. At the amateur level, the 
lecture programmes and apiary meetings have 
suffered, and with those meetings failing to 
take place we are losing the opportunity for 
beekeepers to exchange experiences, compare 
yields and to generally top up their beekeeping 
experiences to date. We need to retain contact 
with such elements, as Bailey comb change, 
queen rearing and varroa control, just three 
elements of practical beekeeping, are best 
taught in apiary sessions with the opportunity 
for participants to pose questions.

There is, however, a potential double over-
arching threat to the Craft we have learnt to 
live with. The final outcome for Brexit is in 
the hands of our posturing politicians and the 
precise future of the British food market is far 
from clear. Will the import of foreign honey 
be affected, are food shortages likely to occur 
alongside a drive for more home grown food 
and will the import of sugar suffer changes in 
existing arrangements?

The re-election of Donald Trump would 
leave the Government with serious problems 
one of which is the question of imports. Will 
the market be flooded with American honey? 
All we can be sure of is that life will never 
be the same. The election of Joe Biden will 
certainly bring changes, yet to be fully realised. 
All we can hope for is less rhetoric and more 
balanced statesmanship. Within this, Covid 
will continue to be the dominant feature of 
life on both sides of the Atlantic, with the 
hope that we can work comfortably with the 
American beekeepers.

When I started beekeeping in 1948, 
life was much simpler in every sense and 
beekeeping has undergone many changes. 
In these days, the primary one is that disease 
has become a much more complicated issue 
to be dealt with and the result has been a 
greater recognition by the Government of the 
importance of beekeeping to the economy.

However, hopefully , we will survive this 
latest trauma and if possible, in my time!

Geoff Hopkinson 
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BEYOND THE VEIL
Norman Carreck NDB

A NEW era for beekeeping in the 
UK? 

The original Healthy Bees Plan for 
England and Wales (HBP) was published 
in March 2009 by the Department for 
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) 
following consultation with beekeeper 
stakeholders and the public. It set out a plan 
for the Government, beekeepers and other 
stakeholders to “work together to respond 
effectively to pest and disease threats and 
to sustain honey bees and beekeeping”. For 
eleven years, it underpinned the work of the 
bee health inspectorate (currently part of the 
Animal and Plant Health Agency, APHA). 
The plan formally came to an end in March 
2020, and a review of its achievements will 
be published shortly.

The plan had five stated aims: “1. To 
keep pests, diseases and other hazards to the 
lowest levels achievable; 2. To promote good 
standards of husbandry, to minimise pest and 
diseases risks, and to contribute to sustaining 
honey bee populations – prevention is 
better than cure; 3. To encourage effective 
biosecurity, to minimise risks from pests, 
diseases and undesirable species; 4. To ensure 
that sound science underpins bee health 
policy and its implementation; and 5. To get 
everyone to work together on bee health”. 

Probably the most notable success of 
the plan was the advance in beekeeper 
education and training. The plan recognised 
that one major cause of colony losses is the 
inadequate training of beekeepers, and so it 
enabled considerable advances in beekeeping 
education through the complementary 
approaches of three organisations: the British 
Beekeepers Association (BBKA), the UK 
National Diploma in Beekeeping (NDB) 
and the Bee Farmers Association (BFA). 
The BBKA used funding from the HBP to 
develop courses intended to be delivered by 
local associations at four levels from beginners 
to senior, leading to the BBKA examinations 
from Basic to Master Beekeeper. The NDB 
used funding to develop and run a series of 
short courses at an advanced level (Figs 1 & 
2), leading to the NDB examination, which 
is intended primarily for those teaching 
other beekeepers. The BFA initiated and 

developed its apprenticeship scheme. 
This vocational scheme covers not only 
beekeeping but also the other skills necessary 
to run a beekeeping business. A number of 
young beekeepers have since completed their 
BFA apprenticeships, and are now employed 

in the industry. 
During the plan’s life, the small hive 

beetle was found in Italy, requiring a 
heightened state of preparedness from both 
the bee inspectorate and beekeepers.  More 
recently, the yellow legged Asian hornet was 
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  found in the UK for the first time. So far 
2020 has been a quiet year for the Asian 
hornet but continued vigilance will be 
needed in the future. 

Publication of the plan’s successor was 
delayed, but the new “Healthy Bees Plan 
2030” (Fig. 3) was formally published on 
3rd November for public consultation. This 
new plan sets out four key outcomes to help 
protect honey bees: 1. “Effective biosecurity 
and good standards of husbandry, to minimise 
pest and disease risks and so improve the 
sustainability of honey bee populations; 2. 
Enhanced skills and production capability/
capacity of beekeepers and bee farmers; 3. 
Sound science and evidence underpinning 
the actions taken to support bee health; and 
4. Increased opportunities for knowledge 
exchange and partnership working on honey 
bee health and wider pollinator needs”. The 
last point ties the plan into the National 
Pollinator Strategy.

 

Fig. 3. The Healthy Bee Plan 2030.

A detailed implementation plan will be 
developed by the Bee Health Advisory 
Forum, which is a group comprising 
representatives of Defra, the Welsh 
Government, the APHA National Bee Unit 
(NBU), and various stakeholder 
organisations. An important part of the new 
plan is the emphasis on education and 
training, knowledge exchange and ensuring 
that beekeeping organisations work together. 
It is pleasing to see that queen rearing and 
bee breeding are explicitly mentioned in the 
new plan, which was not the case with the 
original. This is important, as the driving 
force behind the increasing numbers of 
queen bees imported into the UK in recent 
years seems to have been the lack of an 

organised queen rearing industry producing 
locally reared queens.

This will be the last BKQ published before 
31st December 2020 when the “transition 
period” comes to an end, following the UK’s 
departure from the European Union on 31st 
January 2020. During this transition period, 
much has remained the same, and I suspect 
that many UK citizens, who elected the 
current government only last December on 
the slogan of “Get Brexit Done” believe that 
somehow Brexit has been “done”, and that 
they will never have to think about it again. 
Sadly this is not the case...

Shortly after the advisory referendum 
held in June 2016, when a slender majority 
of those who took part voted to “Leave the 
EU”, I wrote two articles relating to Brexit 
and bees (Carreck, 2016a,b). I wrote then: 
“John Phipps has asked me to put together 
a few thoughts about the recent UK vote to 
leave the European Union, from the point 
of view of how it affects science and hence 
the environment in general and bees in 
particular. Any such statement inevitably 
has to employ the phrase ‘it depends’. 
Everything depends on the terms of any 
agreement made upon exit, most notably 
whether the UK retains access to the Single 
Market”. 

At that time, everybody expected at the 
very least, that post Brexit the UK would 
retain access to the European Single Market, 
but much has changed over the last four and 
a half years. Despite the Prime Minister’s 
claim only last year that he had secured an 
“Oven Ready Deal” concerning the UK’s 
future relationship with the EU, at the time 

of writing the likelihood is that there will 
be no trade deal, “oven ready” or not, and 
there will be no access to the single market, 
no freedom of movement and no agreement 
over common standards. This is despite the 
public mood turning against Brexit since the 
referendum (Fig. 4). 

So how will all of this affect beekeeping? 
Most UK honey is consumed here, and 
little is exported. However, we import a 
considerable amount of honey, some from 
the EU, and some from other countries 
such as China. Until 31 December 2020, 
EU honey attracts no tariff through the free 
movement of goods, but honey imported 
from countries outside the EU (such as 
China or New Zealand) attracts an import 
duty of 17.3%. From 1 January 2021, 
the new UK global tariffs will apply to all 
imported goods which for natural honey 
will be 16%. (The rates were correct at the 
time of writing). In consequence, any saving 
made by the importer on non-EU honey is 
unlikely to be passed on to the consumer, 
but EU produced honey may become more 
expensive. The loss of the country of origin 
labelling regulations means consumers may 
not know which country their honey comes 
from. Since home produced honey attracts a 
substantial premium over imported honey, 
these changes would in practice make little 
difference to beekeepers. 

On the other hand, the EU Apiculture 
Programme directly supports European 
beekeepers. In the UK this has taken the 
form of a grant of approximately £500,000 
per year which funded a good proportion of 
the operating costs of the NBU, including 
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 the network of bee inspectors. Ironically, in 
2020 the European Commission increased 
funding for the Apiculture Programme by 
some 11% to €120 million over the next 
three years. The UK will not receive this, and 
it is unclear how and by how much the NBU 
will be funded in future.

One immediate effect on 1st January 
should the UK fail to agree a trade deal with 
the EU, is that imports of package bees from 
the EU will stop. This is because EU Member 
States will become “third countries” and 
imports of packages from third countries 
into the UK are not permitted. That said, 
as now, the importation of queen bees 
will continue and no import tariff will be 
payable.

Some beekeepers have suggested that 
Brexit provides the opportunity to ban all 
imports of bees into the UK, but at some 
point the UK will inevitably have to reach 
a trade agreement with the EU. Reaching a 
deal will likely involve mutual obligations on 
free trade very similar to those which exist 
now. As mentioned above, the driving force 
behind increasing imports of queens into 
the UK in recent years seems to be the lack 
of a developed UK queen rearing industry, 
and improving the availability of locally 
produced queens seems a better solution. 

In 2016 I wrote: “So where does this 
leave UK science and its contribution to 
bee research? At present, nobody knows. All 
depends on the terms of the agreement to 
leave the EU; whether for example, the UK 
remains in the Single Market”.

The European Single Market provided 
four freedoms of movement of: goods; 
capital; services and people. In particular, 
free movement of people has benefitted 
UK science, with many EU nationals 
currently working in UK universities and 
research establishments, and equally, many 
UK born scientists currently working in 

institutions in EU Member States. Again, 
at the time of writing much remains unclear 
about the status of these scientists. The UK 
Government has made it clear that free 
movement of people will cease from 1st 
January, and it is likely that many scientists, 
especially those at the start of their careers, 
will fail to satisfy the proposed income 
qualifications for immigration. Equally, it 
remains to be seen whether UK qualifications 
will be recognised in the EU, or whether the 
UK will recognise qualifications from EU 
institutions. 

It seems that the UK will remain a 
“COST (Council Organisation for Science 
and Technology) country”, allowing 
UK researchers to take part in COST 
“actions” which have proved so beneficial 
for technology transfer and information 
exchange (such as the original COLOSS, 
and SuperBee). UK scientists will also still 
be able to be partners in research projects 
set up under the new €100 Billion Horizon 
Europe programme, which replaces 
the existing Horizon 2020 programme 
which has funded a number of important 
international bee research projects such as 
PoshBee. It is worth noting, however, that 
the UK’s new status as a third country means 
that it falls lower in the hierarchy than 
countries in the European Economic Area 
such as Iceland, Liechtenstein and Norway, 
Switzerland, which has unique status, and 
EU Candidate Countries such as Albania, 
North Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia, and 
Turkey. UK scientists therefore may find 
themselves excluded from consortia, and 
they certainly will not be permitted to lead 
future projects, as they have done in the past.

Finally, where does it leave the 
environment? In 2016, I wrote: 
“Environmental matters are international. 
They do not respect arbitrary political 
boundaries. International cooperation is 

thus essential to deal with global problems 
such as climate change. Such cooperation is 
also vital for less high profile matters such as 
bees. It is difficult to see that the UK leaving 
the EU will benefit UK science, and hence 
our bees, but only time will tell...”

At the time of writing, two vital pieces of 
legislation are passing through Parliament. 
The Environment Bill 2020 is currently at 
the committee stage, and The Agriculture 
Bill 2019-21 is currently moving backwards 
and forwards between the Houses of Lords 
and Commons. These documents have the 
potential to retain all of the standards on 
environmental protection, animal welfare 
and food safety built up since the UK joined 
the EU, and even to strengthen them, but 
at present, neither bill does so. Amendments 
intended to enshrine such standards in UK 
law have been defeated, in order to allow 
the Government room to sign trade deals 
with countries such as the USA which may 
have lower standards. This may not have 
direct effects on beekeeping, but cheap food 
imports threaten the viability of the UK 
farming industry, and this could have far 
reaching effects on beekeeping. Some argue 
that if most UK farmers went out of business 
this would be good for the environment, but 
this is far from certain, and there are many 
alternative scenarios. We truly do live in 
the “interesting times” of the apocryphal 
Chinese curse... 
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from our correspondents

ENGLAND
John Owen

Our local beekeeping association has been 
both imaginative and creative during this 
year’s two national lock downs, the second of 
which is due to finish in early December, but 
may yet be extended. Monthly newsletters 
have made the most of little news, while 
information evenings on zoom have tried to 
satisfy the need to talk about bees with like-
minded keepers. The titles include: 
• “2020: Wasps and more Wasps, Yes, I 

created robbing”; 
“2020: what could possibly go wrong?” 

(‘your moment to listen to other people’s 
beekeeping experiences and either share or stay 
silent about your own. The aim is informative 
and fun.’)

A series of monthly online meetings 
for new beekeepers, led by an experienced 
beekeeper have also proved popular. 
Numbers have been restricted in order to 
make it easier to chat and ask questions, 
in a plucky attempt to reproduce at least 
some of the relaxed informality of a winter 
meeting in the village hall or community 
centre. The monthly British Beekeepers 
Association News highlights the work of 
several associations which have arranged 

impressive lists of online lectures, not only 
making them available to their members 
but also sharing links with neighbouring 
associations and the wider public.   

I’ve found it helpful to create a bee-
related project for each lockdown, one of 
which involved preparing bees’ wax which 
I had stored for a couple of summers, but 
otherwise forgotten. Melting the wax in 
a water bath in the garage also gave me an 
excuse to catch up with other related jobs 
there, such as frame cleaning and stacking for 
next spring. My long awaited wax polish is 
at last becoming a possibility for Christmas. 
Eva Crane, in her monumental book, ‘The 
World History of Beekeeping and Honey 
Hunting’ (Duckworth, 1999) lists many 
historical uses for beeswax in its index: as an 
adhesive, candle making, incendiary devices, 
medicine, cosmetics, preservation, metal 
casting, modelling, seals and as a finish for 
surfaces, including wooden shoes. It’s a 
reminder that honey harvesting is but one 
of many reasons for keeping bees, and that 
in the long history of beekeeping, wax and 
propolis have also been greatly prized for 
their many uses. 

More people are reportedly taking up 
beekeeping, according to the media. The 
London ‘Times’ (2nd November 2020) 
reported that the singer Beyoncé has become 

an amateur apiarist, joining ‘the beekeeping 
craze’, buying two hives for her children. 
‘I know it’s random’, she replied, when 
interviewed in British Vogue, ‘but I have two 
bee hives. Real ones. I’ve had them at my 
house for a while now. I have around 80,000 
bees and we make hundreds of jars of honey 
a year.’  Hmm. That sounds rather a lot to 
me, from just two hives. Beyoncé is clearly 
on to something.

Beyonce - has joined the beekeeping fraternity by 
buying two hives for her children.

IRELAND 
Dara Scott

Dara Scott

I have been a beekeeper for nineteen years 
and a beekeeping entrepreneur for the last 
ten of those years. I live in Galway, Ireland, 
one of the most western cities in Europe. 
I was thrilled to be asked by John, the 
Beekeepers Quarterly editor, to be the new 
Irish correspondent. It is an honour to be 
taking over a role previously filled by the 
late Philip McCabe. Philip was a wonderful 
man and very supportive of me and my 

Making wax polish from wax I have been meaning to use for some time. 

The Beekeepers Quarterly  Number 142 • December 202016



 

 

beekeeping business from the very beginning 
and I do miss hanging out with him when 
we were both attending international events. 
The beekeeping community in Ireland and 
internationally are at a loss without him. 

Phillip McCabe, still missed by so many beekeepers 
world-wide. 

 
John suggested for my first article 

to introduce myself and talk about my 
beekeeping and my business so here goes…

I got into beekeeping because of another 
island, New Zealand. I had been working 
in research and development for a medical 
diagnostic company for several years but felt 
that the 9 to 5 job just wasn’t for me. So, I 
packed it in and went traveling; it was meant 
to be for six months but ended up being a 
year and a half. The last part of it was in New 
Zealand which I just loved. If that country 
wasn’t so far away from my friends and family 
I would be living there now. Whilst in New 
Zealand it was hard to not see beekeeping 
as there were hives everywhere. It is not 
something you see in Ireland; hives here are 
hidden behind walls or in a thicket and rarely 
visible from the road. I believe this is either 
for protection from theft and vandalism but 
maybe more so from the wind; I’ll talk more 
about the wind in a minute. I kept thinking 
at the time that this beekeeping seems pretty 
cool. I loved the idea of it being a symbiotic 
relationship; you help them and they help 
you, so I promised myself when I got back 
to Ireland I would check it out. 

When I eventually got back to Ireland, I 
joined my local beekeeping club. A fantastic 

beekeeper, Dr Breandán Coughlin, took me 
under his wing and I went out with him a 
number of times. It was a baptism by fire 
as he would work fast on a lot of hives at 
once. My first day I was nearly dizzy with 
thousands of bees darting around me and 
few stings too! Soon after we collected a 
small cast swarm which he gave to me and 
I carefully took it home. From that moment 
on I was hooked. It wasn’t long after I started 
that I also began a new career working for 
the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution 
doing marine research with the world’s 
deepest research robot. Despite being away 
for long periods of time doing this research 
I kept expanding (a weakness of nearly all 
beekeepers!) and after a few years I had 
about ten colonies.

My beekeeping

Nowadays I keep about forty colonies. 
Where I live doesn’t make it easy though. 
At 53 degrees latitude Ireland is located 
pretty far north. It’s the same latitude as 
the Aleutian Islands in Alaska. I’ve worked 
there and in summer there is still snow 
on the ground 300ft up. The difference 
between Alaska and Ireland is that Ireland 
has a huge body of warm water called the 
Gulf Stream running from Mexico across 
the Atlantic ocean which runs up past this 
little green isle. It keeps the western edge of 
Europe’s temperatures above freezing most 
of the time, but for Ireland it’s a double-
edged sword as it also brings with it wind 
and rain, lots of it, all year long. Here it’s 
not the cold that is the problem for the bees 
but the constant rain and the wind! It makes 

One of my apiaries.

Our main forage source is blackberry. Unfortunately the weather often works against us to secure 
good honey harvests. 
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for challenging beekeeping, to say the least! 
That is why I don’t focus on honey anymore. 
It can be heart-breaking to work hard all 
spring and early summer to build my bees 
up for my main flow, the blackberry, to 
find that it rains every day of that flow and 
instead of filling supers you are filling feeders 
and cursing the weather forecast. Instead, I 
focus on raising nucs during the summer to 
overwinter so that I can move them on in 
the following spring. I also find this more 
interesting and have come up some novel 
ways of doing it which I will talk about in 
future articles. 

NIHBS 

NIHBS

The main reason I do this is because I was 
involved in setting up the Native Irish 
Honey Bee Society (NIHBS) a number of 
years ago. In Ireland our native bee is Apis 
mellifera mellifera. It is a bee that was once 
spread across the whole Northern half of 
Europe but now Ireland has one of the very 
few sustainable populations left of this bee. 
Recently, Dr Jack Hassett has shown that 
our Amm has changed and adapted, most 
probably due to our extreme weather, and is 
now a unique ecotype, different from all the 
other Amm populations outside of Ireland. I 
believe we have something special here - a bee 
worth protecting.  New beekeepers want nucs 
early in the spring and by making available to 
them my overwintered nucs of Amm there is 
less of a chance of them buying imported bee 
subspecies and potentially new diseases.

Oceanography
The work with the Woods Hole 
Oceanographic Institution was fantastic and 
traveling around the world was great for the 
first few years but after a decade I got tired 
of it. When your next trip is to some island 
in the Pacific ocean and the only thing you 
can think about is how long the flight will 
be (Flights; remember those pre-covid!) it is 
time to start thinking about what else it is 
that you want to do. I did know that I wanted 
to do something to do with beekeeping but 
in Ireland there are very few, if any, full time 
beekeepers as the weather is too fickle so I 
began focusing more on bee health. At the 
time Nosema ceranae wasn’t long discovered 
and was, and still is, is causing a lot of 
problems for beekeepers. I began focusing 
on ways to help with this and bee health in 
general. 

HIVE ALIVE:
I was extremely fortunate starting off; I 
had a degree in physics, a background in 
research, some great contacts in marine 
research and time in-between cruises to 
work on the project. I began working 
with the National University of Ireland 
in Galway (NUIG) to see what could be 
developed. I was looking for novel, natural 
ways to approach bee health. Again, I was 
incredibly lucky to be introduced to a 
specialist in seaweeds for animal health. 
He explained to me that seaweeds had 
already proven to help with animal health, 
disease management and immune response 
commercially in the equine, dairy, pig, fish 
and poultry industries and similar seaweed 
extracts should also work for bees. We 
tried many various combinations and with 
support from NUIG we eventually got the 
combination that we were looking for. But 
I knew there was more that could be done 
to make the product as good as possible. We 
incorporated thymol which has been used in 
beekeeping for nearly 100 years but again 
with the help of the university we developed 
a novel process to ensure it doesn’t separate 
out of the syrup and also stays stable with 
the seaweed extracts. Lemongrass was added 
too to make the product more attractive than 
ordinary syrup but not too much as I knew 
other products have too much lemongrass 
which can cause robbing. And thus after 
four years of research HiveAlive was born. 
Ten years later I am extremely proud that it 
is now the number one bee supplement in 
the world and still the only supplement with 
published international research to prove it 
keep bees strong, Nosema levels low, better 
overwintering and increased production…
long-term.

Hive Alive 

HiveAlive is now well established and 
one of the great benefits of its success is 
that it gives me a wonderful opportunity 
to travel and meet lots of beekeepers and 
researchers around the world, to see lots of 
different honeybees, learn new beekeeping 
styles and be in touch with cutting-edge 
research. I’m also very lucky also as it gives 
me the flexibility to work with my bees 
when we get weather windows to do so! I 
think all this gives me a different perspective 
on beekeeping and I hope that you will find 
my future articles interesting. I’m very much 
looking forward to writing in this column. 

Ireland beekeeping year quick summary:
Talking to beekeepers around the country, 
2020 was clearly not a good year. The spring 
seemed fine with lots of dry days but this 
was deceptive; it never warmed up so bees 
got very little flying time and even less nectar 
from the dandelion which is the main nectar 
source for most in the early spring. Around 
this time we had our national lockdown due 
to Covid19 but beekeeping was fortunately 
classified as an essential service, associated 
with food production and animal care. 
The travel restrictions were still in place in 
early summer when, if it is a good year, the 
hawthorn yields but the weather remained 
cold and, oh the bitter irony, it got too dry so 
the bees brought very little in. As mentioned, 
in Ireland the main nectar flow is blackberry 
which starts around the beginning of June 
but then the rain and wind came and didn’t 
stop! A lot beekeepers ended up feeding 
their bees. The year previous had been a 
really great year weather-wise but this year 
was in stark contrast. One beekeeper told 
me in 2019 he brought in thirteen boxes 
of honey. This year he barely got one. This 
would be the same story in general around 
the country. It would seem to be at least 
as poor as some of the bad harvests of the 
1980s. On the plus side, our autumn hasn’t 
been too bad; if not enough syrup was fed 
there was plenty of ivy to fill up the frames 
and with that lots of pollen coming in too so 
the queens were able to lay strong, hopefully 
making their winter as short as possible. As 
I write at the end of October the November 
storms have come in early and are rattling 
my window. Fingers crossed for a gentle 
winter. 

https://www.hivealivebees.com/86-uk
HiveAlive is available in many sizes and 
from most beekeeping stores. 

See full review at: https://www.beepods.
com/hive-alive-review/
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BRITTANY 
Job Pichon

October 28th, bad news about coronavirus. 
It’s spread is enormous especially in great 
cities around Paris and in the south-west, 
in populated areas. Affected people had 
been moved from Nimes and Avignon to 
Brest, Quimper and Morlaix for here so 
far we have a lower rate of infestation. Our 
President Macron will speak to-morrow 
about future restrictions. The morale of 
the whole population is badly affected, 
due to concerns not only about health 
but also unemployment and the constant 
anxiety we have regarding our children 
and grandchildren, and the world they will 
have in the future. Alongside this  we have 
worries about our individual insecurity 
with the increasing violence we are being 
faced with, a recent example being example 
being the murder of the school teacher 
Samuel Paty. How can we come to terms 
with such  violence?        

Our bees are now in winter mode, two 
weeks earlier than usual. If I have only 
from 7 to 10% winter losses, I will not be 
disappointed.  In the vicinity of two of my 
apiaries bees will have rape fields to work 
so from April-May it will be ok to establish 
new colonies with young queens. This year 
my latest queens mated at the of August. 
Ivy, like every year, has been a very precious 
forage resource for the colonies. 

My colonies have plentiful supplies of food for 
winter without feeding.

Regarding honey yields, about 15/20 
kg average, and with good crops from 
heather all colonies that were located near 
moors have good winter stores. Others, 
not so fortunate, have to feed heavily their 
colonies, due to lack of adequate winter 
stores.

Local honey is in high demand. This 
autumn I have honey, plus plenty of apples, 
sweet chestnuts and hazel nuts from trees 
planted so long ago.

   

An apiary next to some chestnut trees. 

Chestnuts from trees I planted so long ago.

Taxes we need to pay from honey sales 
can be from zero to 30%. If your total sales 
are less than  350€  there is no tax to pay. But 
if you sell more, you need to declare your 
total sales and 13% of that amount will be 
added to total annual income from other 
sources.  For instance,  if I sell honey through 
factories for 3 000 € I shall have about 30% 
(for some it will be less or more) of 390 € 
to pay, giving about 120€ more, added to 
my income tax. When you sell beekeeping 
goods you pay 20 % VAT if  you sell honey 
at 6 € per 500g at a retailer. Looking at our 
beekeeping  job, your return is short. But as 
you like beekeeping and bees, through that 
way you  get a better satisfaction return.

Satisfied that colonies have plenty of 
stores for winter, my other completed 
jobs were treating colonies for varroa with 
Apistan strips and ensuring that all colonies 
had mouse guards. All I will need to do is 
check apiaries from time to time, especially 
after storms. One disappointment in August 
was the complete robbing out of what was 
an exceptionally good 5-frame nuc. Always a 
shame when this happens.

Looking at the situation here in Brittany 
over the  year we had many more French 
tourists than during previous holiday times, 
but an an obvious lack of our English cousins. 
It seems that French people were worried 
about travelling abroad, yet found that their 
own country had plenty of wonderful areas 
in which they could spend their vacations. 

I hope some time to visit some cousins in 
Manitoba with my wife Annie, but how long 
will we have to wait?

Wishing to all good health, peace 
and love. No war, no violence and more 
employment for the next year 2021.

GERMANY
Jörg Ruther

Jörg Rother

Apiary with Warré hive and bole of thuja tree
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Jörg is a beekeeper, alchemist and licensed 
trainer in traditional Japanese archery Kyudo. 
In his breadwinning occupation he is a 
consultant in Artificial Intelligence and Deep 
Learning for one of the major IT-Companies 
in the market. Helpful in beekeeping, Jörg 
was trained as a cabinetmaker in his youth, 
working for the British Forces (RAF) in Berlin 
as well in the UK and later in the Republic of 
Ireland.

Staring with beekeeping in the mid 80s in 
the “common” way and having a long break 
raising children in a big city, he then moved 
back to the countryside to keeping bees a 
different way. His beekeeping philosophy is to 
be sustainable and treatment free and he is 
researching traditional bee medicine, inspired 
by spagyric traditions and old European lore, 
nearly lost over two senseless wars. He studied 
Alchemy with “The Philosophers of Nature”, 
founded by the French Alchemist Jean Dubuis 
who led “Les Philosophes de la Nature”. He is 
keeping his bees in 45 mm (1 3/4”) hives with 
a special designed “deep” floor. Also fostering a 
colony in a tree hive without any interference.

Jörg is living with his family, his dogs and 
bees in a small village in the Lower Rhine 
region not far from Düsseldorf. Always in active 
contact and exchange with other treatment-free 
beekeepers in Germany, Western and Eastern 
Europe.

Summer 2020
The dry summers we are experiencing are 
taking their toll. This year some plants and 
trees did not produce nectar or not enough 
nectar so we had no nectar from the Tilia 
tree so there is a lack of lime blossom honey. 

Keeping bees in a tree
In our garden we had a large old Thuja, a  
tree of the genus of coniferous trees in the 
Cupressaceae (Cypress family). This tree 
grows bigger and bigger and we needed 
to shorten it. Unfortunately, you cannot 
shorten Thuja, they would grow ugly. With 
pain in my heart I decided to shorten the 
tree radically and convert it into a “living” 
tree hive.

I studied a lot of material, talked to 
numerous people who are in “Zeidlerei”, 
the German word for tree beekeeping and 
started the project. A professional cut the 
tree to the desired height and we had to 
remove a large amount of “biomass” leaving 
also a lot of firewood for our open fireplace.

The next step was locating the entrance. 
In our region wind and rain are coming 
either from the South or the West. I observed 
the bark of the tree to see where it stood dry 
during either rain directions. This was the 
place to drill the entrance hole later on. It 
also determined the back of the hive where 

I had to cut in the maintenance opening. I 
decided to make the opening 100 x 16 cm 
(39 /3/4” x & 1/3”) and the entrance 40 mm 
(roughly 1 1/2”) in diameter. The entrance 
was roughly located 2/3 from the top of the 
hive.

After having this in mind it was time 
for some chainsaw fun. I first had to cut 
out the maintenance opening and then the 
inner space for the actual hive. The length 
of the blade limits how deep you can cut. 
My STIHL MS 170 had a blade of 27 cm 
(10 1/2”), so I had to ask a friend for his 
chain saw with a 40 cm (16”) blade to do 
the deeper cuts. After the chainsaw action it 
was time for the manual work. As a trained 
woodworker I had the necessary tools for 
this job. It took a couple of days, as working 
on a ladder is far from comfortable. When 
the inside of the hive was ready, I needed to 
get the entrance covers (I split it into two, 
2/3 length on top and 1/3 length on the 
bottom) made. I took from the firewood I 
had left over from shortening the tree. 

The entrance had to be drilled by hand 
with a little inclination towards the outside 
of the tree in order to let water run out 
in case heavy wind would push it inside. 
Drilling the entrance with a 40 cm auger 
into wet wood is a thankless task or as we say 
in Germany “a job for someone who killed 
father and mother”. It took me a week! 

So far, the hive was “ready”, it had an 
entrance hole and entrance covers. What I 
needed to do now was to insert some comb-
supporting wood sticks. I made them from 
the firewood left and fixed them by bending 
and using a mixture of wax and resin, heating 
it with a gas burner. This gas burner was also 
used to softly flame the inside of the hive. 
Therefore, I placed some wax on the surface 
and melted it with the burner. Then it was 
time to let the open hive rest in the warm 
weather. It was early March and I expected 
to get a swarm for this hive in late April or 
early May.

End of April I got a really big swarm 
from a beekeeper friend living some villages 
away. I had to decide how to get the bees 
inside the new hive. Running them in was 
no option, with an entrance hole this high. 
I designed a kind of cardboard funnel, took 
off the long 2/3 maintenance cover, fixed 
the funnel with Duct Tape and poured the 
bees from the catch box (actually a modified 
waste basket from IKEA, very common in 
Germany for catching swarms) into the 
funnel. To make a long story short, one 
should remember that over six pounds of 
bees in a swarm are a lot of bees. It was not 
that easy to convince them to crawl down 
into the hive. But it just took five minutes 
and the swarm was in the new hive, I closed 

the cover and tied it with ropes. The bees 
accepted their new home quite quickly. The 
maintenance cover was then “sealed” with a 
wet mixture of clay and soil.

The idea is to leave these bees completely 
untouched; not to treat them at all. Now as 
it is late October the colony is strong, and 
the comb can be seen through the entrance 
hole. Next year will show how they did.
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Making and stocking a  living tree hive with a swarm.
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  AUSTRALIA
Geoff Manning

Australia is slowly getting back to some 
semblance of normality from the ‘dreaded 
lurgy’. Hard lockdowns and closed borders 
have been the situation.  At the time of 
writing most border restrictions are due to 
end shortly. Victoria has been the naughty 
state in that it had a major second wave of 
Covid-19 that has taken some getting under 
control, but they only had one new case 
today, and that is thought to possibly be a 
false positive.

When I say borders were closed I 
mean only that moving across borders 
willy nilly was not allowed. One had to 
have a legitimate reason, health, transport, 
etc. However a truck driver from Victoria 
traveling to Sydney called into a pub on the 
outskirts and managed to start a flurry of 
cases.  In general people seem to have taken 
the restrictions in good spirit.  There has been 
a little bit of political argy bargy, but not a 
lot.  Queensland, a state that gets most of its 
income from tourists, has had some business 
owners demanding opening the border, but 
in general the punter seems happy because 
it has had few numbers and the border 
closure is seen as a successful strategy.  The 
incumbent government was returned with 
an increased majority yesterday.

Farming, of course, including beekeeping, 
has not had much of a problem with the 
various restrictions, with the exception of 
those farming enterprises that need a zillion 
pickers for their fruit.  Normally most of it 
is done by backpackers and Pacific Islanders.  
In the event the problem seems to have 
resolved itself, presumably because of the 
large number of unemployed Australians 
due to the hard closures.

Once the great Almond Migration 
border issues were sorted out, beekeepers 
have been little affected directly. No 
agricultural shows, and no conferences and 
even local meetings as numbers have been 
severely restricted; weddings and funerals 
have only recently been allowed more than 
a handful of attendees.  

Strangely the number of beekeepers 
joining the local amateur club keeps 
climbing, but meetings cannot be held at 
this time. The club offered new members the 
opportunity to have an experienced person 
host three or four newbies and give them a 
look in a hive if they so wish.  

My local commercial beekeeper branch is 
trying to find a venue that can hold enough 
persons for a meeting.  Indoors there has to 
be four square metres per person.  And some 
venues want the user to clean (sanitise).  
Not sure how that works.  The good news 

is that my local Table Tennis club is now in 
full swing.  And it is only ten minutes from 
the raspberry and blueberry pollination site. 
Very convenient.

My late wife and I were foundation 
members of our local USA. I co-ordinate the 
Science Discussion Group, which has been 
running for over twenty years.  It is one of 
the most popular activities regularly having 
over twenty attendees. The venue where we 
meet has only got room for eighteen because 
of the four square metre rule.  

Some self-inflicted bad news. Some 
naughty beekeepers have taken to removing 
their bees in the middle of the day from the 
macadamia nut orchards. The growers are 
not well pleased to have thousands of lost 
bees looking for their home and finding who 

was the perpetrator of its disappearance.  
Anyone will do, especially if the owner or 
a worker comes past spreading mulch or 
mowing.

Because the placement is not a paid 
pollination deal, most of the growers 
do not know, or remember the name of 
the beekeeper.  A beekeeper mate lives 
in Dunoon, a town in the middle of the 
macadamia industry; disgruntled growers 
have made a beeline to his front door to 
get the bees removed. The practice has the 
potential to evaporate some of the public 
goodwill to bees and beekeepers we have 
been enjoying. The beekeeping associations 
have been contacted to see what can be done 
about the matter.

Because we have had a good flowering 

A low swarm!
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Two swarms that have settled in trees. On the left, the colony after only three weeks had a good slab of comb drawn. 

of pollen trees and some nectar producers 
since May, bees haven’t done too badly on 
my country.  Well, not quite as good as I 
think they should have.  “Red Gum flowering 
in May, bees swarming in August”.  This has 
always been true so far in my beekeeping life.  
Except this year.  It was a fabulous flowering 
of the Red Gum but the bees are only now 
showing a tendency to swarm at the end of 
October.  Many hives that look like they 
are about to head to the wilds, when you 
dive into the brood nest are showing no 
inclination.  The Red Gum pollen amino 
acids have been tested in the past but it 
would have been good to get it done this 
year.  Too late.   Ah well!

In spite of the swarming comments 
above there are two swarms down the road 
that presumably could not find a home.  
One that is very high up a tree and now 
after about three weeks has a slab of comb 
drawn. Another that was only maybe fifty 
metres away and one metre above the 
ground was starting to draw comb when I 
found it.  Whilst it is not all that unusual 
to find a swarm that found itself in such 
circumstances, it is usually in much more 
sheltered positions, with lower light levels.  
Both these were, and in the case of the high 
one still is, in very exposed positions.  It has 
however put up with some nasty weather  

so far.
The unprecedented fires last year burnt 

much country that had Red Gum and Grey 
Ironbark as part of the mix. This meant that 
sites were in short supply. It will be some 
years before the burnt country is useful 
again. Further to the west on the tablelands I 
am told that much of the melliferous timber 
is looking very sick after the drought.  

We have hereabouts a tree flowering now 
that is somewhat unusual amongst eucalypts 
in that it starts flowering each time almost to 
the day. It is a handy pollen producer, and 
on occasion gives a good nectar flow.  After 
this we are looking to what we call the ‘short 
budders’ for the rest of the season.  Meaning 
it is only around a month between starting 
to show flower buds to flowering. There are 
enormous differences in our flora in this 
regard, anything up to two years to, as an 
old timer told me when I asked how long a 
particular species took, he replied “go home 
and have a cup of tea then load up.” 

USA
Kim Flottum

I suspect you would not be surprised to learn 
that in the last six months or so, more than 

a dozen how-to books for using Zoom have 
been published. You can, if you want, get 
Zoom For Dummies, Zoom For Beginners, 
and Zoom For Teachers, plus many more, on 
Amazon. Today.

For the most part, Zoom, or similar web-
based meeting programs have replaced what 
we used to do every month, or even more 
often – going to a beekeeper’s meeting. 

There is an upside, kind of. Because 
speakers cost so much less now, not free 
I hope, but certainly travel expenses have 
disappeared, we can have more speakers at a 
meeting, or have them give more talks in an 
evening. Almost always there is a live Q &A 
session when they are done, so it’s almost 
like being there. And those of you who are 
more technically alert often hold an in-hive 
demo, either live, or pre-recorded, so we can 
actually see what they are talking about in 
real time. You can almost smell the smoke. 

 The down side, of course, is that 
there’s no coffee or tea, no cheap biscuits, 
and no beekeepers to chat with, share stories 
and lies with, ask questions, offer answers, 
or just be around for a change. Lots of 
beekeeping time is spent alone any way so 
this much more tends be noticed. But what 
can you do?

One thing bee supply people tell me is 
that because of fewer, actually no, meetings, 
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The tough question with almond pollination is do we ship them early to California hoping they will all be fine in spring -  so they don’t have to winter in the cold 
mid-West with all its disadvantages and constant need of feeding.

If you don’t have water, you don’t have crops, and water has been scarce out west this summer. These sprinklers provide water, but they are rapidly draining 
the ground water beneath.
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Above:  At the price we have to sell this stuff for, its cheaper to give it away. With all the new food regulations and the added  difficulties brought about by Covid, 
things are unlikely to change for the better for some time.
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ucs are in high demand.  Any beekeeper can buy a nuc, split it almost immediately, and have two honey producing colonies, or better, two honey bee producing 
colonies by midsummer to make a crop, to pollinate or to sell. Nucs are like Bee Supply stores ... they have everything you need - comb, a queen, honey and 
pollen. Every bee yard should have two or three, and now, everybody wants them. 

those new products coming out this year 
don’t get noticed. You can look at a photo 
in a catalog, but you can’t pick it up, turn it 
over, feel the heft, see how it fits or tell if it’s 
plastic or actually the stainless steel it looks 
like. 

And commercial beekeepers don’t have 
the interactions they normally do at a 
meeting when six or seven get together and 
see what bulk orders they can put together so 
everybody saves money, or talk to beekeepers 
in the parts of the country they will move 
their bees to for pollination come spring, 
or what did the fires out west this summer 
really do to forage and roads and mudslides 
now that there’s no vegetation so they can’t 
drive to the bee yards they used last year. 

And even harder, even with Zoom 
meetings with the officers of groups….
how can we get things done? Who will 
run the club’s bee yard this year now that 
what’s his name got covid and isn’t here 
anymore? And who wants to run for office 
when you can’t have group meetings, hold 
director’s meetings, and don’t have a clue 
about running Zoom. And is an electronic 
election even legal? And we got a bunch of 

members who wouldn’t touch a computer, 
let alone vote on one. How does that work? 
Send them a paper ballot and hope they get 
it back in time?

And have you seen the new regs on food 
safety when it comes to packing honey? 
They’re crazy, and lots of beekeepers can’t 
afford the equipment and methods to make 
it work in last year’s honey house, so rather 
than retail this year, we’ll have to wholesale 
in barrels. Oh, by the way, got a barrel hoist 
I can borrow until next season? 

Beekeepers, like farmers, have been 
declared essential workers. Which means 
you have to figure out all the same things 
meat packers and some factory workers and 
grocery store folks and all the rest have to do 
to keep safe. More costs, less income. 

But the world has been moving in this 
direction for some time. Slowly, and not 
trying to get rid of a way of life we’ve been 
accustomed to for all our working life. 
Shopping on web pages, reading digital 
magazines and newsletters isn’t brand new, 
so more of the same won’t be the end of the 
world, will it? 

Almond pollination is on the horizon, 

and that seems to be approaching normal. 
I can call up the grower I’ve had for the 
last few years and work out a deal, get a 
contract written up and that should work, 
right? Or touch base with that broker I heard 
about, and let her find growers looking for 
beekeepers and willing to pay a workable 
price. But like every other year, how many 
hives will I have come January, and how 
strong will those be that are still alive. 
Between the rain in the east and fires out 
west and missing help because of the covid, I 
didn’t get all the work done I wanted to this 
fall, so how will the bees be, come spring? 
Can I work it out with a grower to supply 
weaker hives than normal, say six frame 
average instead of eight, but supply more 
of them so the overall coverage is about the 
same? And, price per colony will be less, but 
more of them will make up for that, right?

 For certain the price for my honey 
my regular packer is willing, or able, to pay is 
so low that every pound of honey I sell him is 
costing me a dollar or even more. That’s not 
a good way to do business, so, like a lot of 
other commercial beekeepers, my focus on 
honey this coming season is going to drop 
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 off the table. We just can’t compete with 
$0.89/lb imported honey, not even close 
when it costs us about $2.50 to put it in a 
barrel. 

What we’ve found though, is that there 
is a good market for nucs, for whole hives, 
for bulk bees to put in packages, and even 
for queens. Our queens just haven’t been 
up to snuff the past few years for a bunch 
of reasons. Varroa viruses certainly play 
a role here, as do some other diseases, but 
the steady assault on the immune systems 
of all of our bees due to a world drenched 
in pesticides…both inside and outside the 
hive….certainly are having an effect. 

And really, there are no safe places left 
anymore. You tried to get your bees set up 
for this summer in a National Park, where 
there are no pesticides. Lots of forage, lots of 
safe water, lots of space. But this isn’t going to 
work it seems. Those insect conservationists 
don’t want our bees in this safe haven because 
they will offer too much competition to 
the native bees already there. Our bees are 
feeding the world, and those native bees are 
feeding on those clean, pesticide-free flowers. 
Difficult to see how that can be right. Gonna 
have to talk to my congressman about that.

Speaking of congress, they’ve been really 
generous with the farmers who got shafted 
by the weather this year. Too dry out west, 
storms in the gulf, the winds that flattened 
millions of acres of corn in Iowa…they all 
are going to get some kind of relief because 
they came up short on production through 
no fault of their own. But beekeepers? Not 
a penny for all the grief we’ve been through 
the past few years. We need somebody in 
Washington who listens to us, too. 

And did you see that Zoom meeting 
where that guy in Idaho talked about 
wintering indoors next year. He showed 
the whole thing. It’s a big building, enough 
to hold 2000 colonies. Red lights on the 
ceiling let workers do what needs doing 
without disturbing the bees. Huge fans for 
ventilation, carbon dioxide monitoring so 
it doesn’t build up, temperature controls so 
the bees stay just the right temperature so 
they don’t eat a ton of food. But if you keep 
them essentially dormant, what happens 
next spring when there’s no brood, and it’s 
time for almonds again. Jeese, it’s always 
something.

But we can’t let it sit there and feel sorry 
for ourselves. There are several very bright 
spots to consider. One thing the beekeeping 
industry here has done is to not take this 
lying down. We have done some things to 
better our position, and they don’t have 
much to do with crying on the shoulder of 
the government. We’ve formed the Honey 
Bee Health Coalition, where beekeepers, 

farmers, pesticide companies, researchers and 
industry spokespersons have put their heads 
together, and dug into their wallets to fund 
a whole industry’s worth of good work. And 
for everybody, it’s all free. Pest and disease 
control in bee hives, cover crops and safe use 
of pesticides for farmers, and lots more, for 
every level of participant. These good people 
realise the value of bees and beekeeping to 
every one, and are doing something to fix the 
wrongs and make them right. 

At the same time, the honey industry is 
doing everything they can to make sure the 
honey imported into this country is really 
honey, and that it really comes from where 
the seller says it does, and then checks it out 
to make sure. True Source honey is funded 
by honey packers and exporters to make sure 
what gets brought in in real.

And finally, The National Honey Board 
and the Bee Informed Partnership have 
combined resources to find the money 
needed for continuing honey and honey bee 
research. BIP knows where the money is, and 
the NHB knows who needs it, so it’s team 
that helps everybody, everybody gains. And 
that’s the good something that’s happening. 

SERBIA
Predrag Cvetkovic

So, again one of the worst and the most 
difficult seasons in long time. The average 
honey crop of acacia honey was probably 
around 2-5kg per hive. Only a small number 
of beekeepers got better crops, 4-5kg 
could be considered good and ten or more 
kilograms as exceptionally good. There are 
several reasons for that and low temperatures 
during the acacia blossom - not enough 
warm weather - seems to be one of the 
main reasons. As it was a trend in past years, 
flowering began around ten days before the 
average beginning, so bee colonies weren’t 
enough strong. That caused the problem 
for bees to move up into honey boxes and 
it is connected with lower air temperatures 
during nectar flow. Also, acacia trees have 
been partially damaged by late frost in some 
areas. All that influenced very small hive 
daily weight gain, not more then 2-3 kg in 
the peak of the blossom.

Unfortunately, that situation with 
bad or no crop wasn’t the only bad thing 
happening this season. There were extremely 
bad weather conditions in June, after acacia 
pasture. One could not imagine so many 
cold and rainy days. Not enough pollen in 
the hives, bees consume reserves and the 
result less bee brood and less honey in hives. 
Instead of thriving in that time, bee colonies 

just have been surviving. 
Similar to the last year, due to 

unfavourable weather conditions, queen 
mating was very difficult. Beekeepers who 
chose to remove the queen at the end of 
May or in June, and let the new queen be 
raised by the colony, most often ended up 
with the hive without a queen. Since May 
and June are the best time to re-queen the 
colony in our climate, one can just imagine 
how many queens have been lost. Swarming 
wasn’t massive, as it was the case last year, 
and swarming colonies also often ended up 
without a new queen.

Chalkbrood was present at many bee 
yards and it was a serious problem too. 

This season in neighbour’s countries’ was 
also very bad and for example in Hungary, 
they say it was the worst season in 40-50 
years. That caused a lack of honey on the 
market and increased prices because honey is 
attractive to the exporters. In the beginning 
wholesale buyers used to pay around 4.25-
4.5 euros per kilo for acacia honey, but then 
prices went higher, up to 5 euros or even 
more. 

Honey Unit, a company founded by the 
Serbian beekeeping association for packing 
and exporting Serbian honey, began to 
work, after a big delay due to the pandemic. 
Unfortunately, since this season was one in 
a row of bad and even catastrophic ones, 
there is not even close enough honey to buy 
from beekeepers. They offered the highest 
wholesale prices for acacia honey, up to 6.5 
euros per kilo that was simply unthinkable 
before. But it is valid only for members of 
Serbian Beekeeping Association who keep 
bees in accordance with “good beekeeping 
practices”. 

It is interesting that the retail honey 
price didn’t change much. It is certainly due 
to the economic situation in the country. 
That price is usually lower in small towns - 
around 6.5-7.5 euros per kilo and in larger 
towns and cities it is 8-9 euros. It is for acacia 
honey; for other sorts of honey the price is 
lower.

Some beekeepers begin feeding bees early 
in June and July. Fortunately sugar is cheap 
enough, so even 10-12 kg of sugar per hive, 
that was normal and average this season, isn’t 
too much money. Some beekeepers used to 
feed bees with more sugar, up to 15kg or 
even more.

Similar to the last year, bee colonies 
go into winter weaker than average. While 
before in the season most beekeepers 
complained about lack of the honey in hives, 
later they began to complain about weak 
colonies.

At the beginning of the season varroa 
infestation was small, but at the end of June 
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  and in July, in some areas and in some bee 
yards, there was very serious infestation, 
connected with viruses too. Some beekeepers, 
especially these who didn’t treat bees with 
oxalic acid last autumn, experienced heavy 
losses (50% of hives or even more). It seems 
that the rainy season was very favourable for 
varroa spreading.

Restriction due to covid affected 
beekeeping in Serbia in many ways but the 
biggest impact was in the spring, because of 
the lockdown, when beekeepers could not 
pay enough attention to their bees when it 
was most needed.

In last 4-5 years and more, Facebook 
groups have become very popular among 
beekeepers, and it has become an important 
way of learning beekeeping and for 
exchanging experiences. These are more 
popular than forums. At the same time 
the popularity of beekeeping websites has 
decreased. Also, it seems new beekeepers 
don’t read books too much. 

There is one interesting story that shows 
how new beekeepers are mostly left to 
themselves regarding learning. Those that 
are happy enough have a good mentor, 
others mostly learn from the internet. The 
author of this text has been called by the 
veterinary inspector to check one bee yard 
for American Foul Brood. It was unusually 
massive infestation, 15 colonies out of 18, 
only 3 healthy colonies. Two other apiaries 
about 1-2km away from that have been 
checked before: there were 5 and 9 sick 
colonies respectively. Those two apiaries 
were big ones, each around 100 hives. One 
of these beekeepers, with 100 hives, has ten 
years’ experience  but didn’t know about 
that disease before, other two as newer 
beekeepers were even more inexperienced. 
The beekeeper with 15 infested colonies 
never had a mentor, the other two helped 
each other and got some help from one 
other beekeeper. What is also noticeable, 
beekeepers often receive very problematic 
advice. It seems that the unusually increased 
number of beekeepers in Serbia (due to 
favourable subsides and bad economic 
situation) didn’t follow appropriate 
education and care about bees health. 

Beekeepers sometimes use online 
conferences.

Because of the situation with covid, it 
wasn’t certain till the last moment whether 
the big beekeeping exhibition in Belgrade 
would be held in October. It was held though 
there were small number of exhibitors and 
visitors.

The developing popularity of apitherapy 
is obvious. Several beekeepers made 
beekeeping chambers for inhalation of the air 
from bee hives. Most beekeepers make and 

sell propolis tincture. Propolis prices rose and 
there is not enough for the demand. Over 
several years, one beekeeping/apitherapy 
society from Belgrade organise training for 
future apitherapists. This year, they planned 
online training - over the internet, but 
offered an option in the classroom too. 

CANADA
Darryl Wright

The Canadian Bee Season is now over 
and beekeepers are busy finishing up their 
preparation for the winter months. The past 
two months have been busy with fall feeding, 
Varroa monitoring and treating colonies 
with applicable treatments. The weather this 
fall has been very good for feeding. Sunny 
warm days in September and October have 
allowed the bees to take down the 20 to 30 
litres of syrup necessary to get them through 
the winter months. Many beekeepers are 
now using protein supplements in the fall 
to ensure that adequate protein is available 
during the winter. We are finding, with 
farm cropping activities, there is less diverse 
pollen available and bees may be suffering 
from nutrient deficiencies during the winter 
months. Sublimated Oxalic Acid is now the 
preferred Varroa treatment in the fall. The 
past two weeks have seen below normal 
temperatures (below freezing) and now we 
are enjoying plus 15-degree temperatures!

 Yields across Western Canada have 
been average with above average in certain 
regions. Long term average production 
ranges from 170 pounds in Manitoba 
to 225 pounds in Alberta. Weather and 
cropping activities have played a large part 
in production. In Manitoba, during June 
to August, we saw    approximately double 
the number of days (average of 13 days) of 
temperatures above 30 degrees. This meant 
difficult working conditions, reduced honey 
production with shorter flowering periods. 
Precipitation was timely and helped offset 
some of the heat damage to crops.

 Labour was the big issue this year. I 
spoke of the challenges to large commercial 
beekeepers accessing Temporary Foreign 
Workers (TFW) during the Covid crisis in 
an earlier article. In Manitoba, usually about 
125 workers come to work in beekeeping 
operations from many countries. This year 
only half that number made it to Manitoba. 
The Canadian Honey Council had arranged 
for a charter flight to bring workers from 
one country for bee operations in western 
Canada. This shortage of labour was 
significant for some operations and many 
beekeepers were fortunate in being able 

to access government grants to hire local 
students to help for the summer months. It 
was a frantic period but I have not heard of 
any operations suffering from labour issues 
that affected their yearly operations.

 Exotic pests continue to pop up 
every once in a while. Small Hive Beetle 
(SHB) continue to be found in many 
locations in eastern and western Canada. 
Bees are transported to Eastern Canada 
(Maritimes) from Ontario for the Blueberry 
pollination period and finds of SMB duly 
occur. Surveillance is ongoing. Outside 
of southern Ontario, established colonies 
of SHB are rare. Sightings of Asian Giant 
Hornet in British Columbia occasionally 
occur with the big news this fall of the 
destruction on a nest on the Canada United 
States border. There is concern that this 
colony had already been raising queens and 
had dispersed.  Time will tell.

RUSSIA
Vitaliy Petrovsky

The situation this year is very difficult. We 
started a second wave of coronavirus, which 
is more severe than in spring. At that time I 
knew no-one with the virus.  Now the circle is 
shrinking, people familiar to me have already 
begun to get sick and die. This is a very sad 
time.

It’s pretty hard for me without a father. 
I prepared the bees for wintering, gave them 
food for the winter and treated them for 
varroatosis. We already have a cold weather, 
the temperature is below zero, snow has 
already fallen. This year I will put my bees 
into a wintering place without the help my 
father to lift them. I need to get used to it.

I do not go to work in my office now, we 
have to work remotely at home. So all has to 
be carried out with my office computer, using 
remoter programs and by telephone. This 
situation is familiar to me, since I had already 
worked in this mode for several years before 
quarantine regulations came into force. 

It is difficult for me to say how the 
coronavirus has affected beekeeping in our 
region. This did not seem to affect the honey 
harvest and the honey fairs have been held 
in the same way as last year. Small points of 
sale of local beekeepers’ honey has similarly 
been unaffected. This sector of the economy 
probably suffered the least from coronavirus, 
although perhaps due to the fact that many 
people were left without work, honey sales 
may decrease. It is not clear what will happen 
to the economy in the future.

As you very accurately noticed in your 
recent email with me - without modern means 
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Honey fairs and local point of sale stalls of individual 
beekeepers.

of communication and telecommunications, 
and the necessary gadgets,  it would be 
very difficult to get through the difficult 
times  of quarantine, self-isolation…
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Ivy bee, Colletes hederae

IN the BKQ Feb 2016, you printed a 
letter from me about sighting some 
strange bees on October the first of 
the previous year. I went on to remark 

that I had since discovered their species: 
Colletes hederae, a mining bee that emerged 
from their pupae in the autumn in order to 
take advantage of the ivy flowers, hence its 
common name: the Ivy Bee.  From the fact 
that there were only a few males flying around 
nine recently opened holes, I had surmised 
that this could be only their second season 
in the Cambridge area.  However, I had since 
learned from a golfing/beekeeping friend that 
hundreds of the bees were excavating holes 
in the edges of bunkers at the nearby golf-
course, and a look ‘on-line’, showed they had 
progressed into Lincolnshire and Yorkshire - 
from their original 1990s South Coast area. 

Next, in the December 2017 BKQ, a 
letter from me described how the square 
metre ‘start-up’ on my chalk bank now 
covered some 500 square metres, with four 
further ‘start-ups’, in all, hundreds of holes.  
Although I remarked that it was pleasing to 
see at least one species of bee doing so well, 
being conscious of their precarious position 
in our present world I continue to monitor 
their progress.  All the solitary bees go in 
‘waves’; they have seasons when all goes well 
in food supply or weather, and if both in 
unison, their numbers can shoot up quite 
quickly, but alas their cuckoos and many 
predator flies and wasps then escalate too, 
resulting in the bee population levelling out, 
and if poor weather and food supply also 
coincides with such a period, they can go 
from the top of the wave to the very trough 
in only a season or two!  

In the March 2019 BKQ I wrote that C. 
hederae had gone through a problem season 
in 2018.  Because of a hot dry early part of 
the year then wet cool August causing the ivy 
to flower late, I reckoned that the bees might 
be fooled as to their time of emergence, and 
was not surprised to see a 75% drop in their 
expected numbers.  I also showed photos of a 
small male on ivy and a very quiescent female 
on my hand, and wondered if many of the 
pupae would not emerge until the following 
season.  However, come the 2019 autumn 
nothing had changed, and even though I 
thought the weather had been a little better 
for bees than the previous season I could still 
only find an occasional worked hole where in 
2017 there had been hundreds!  

The 2020 season has been reasonable with 
us; the spring was early and we missed the 
heavy rainfall of other areas, and although we 
had a drought with days of high temperatures 
in the summer, rain arrived in time for the 
blackberry and the ivy which, in common 
with most other crops throughout the year, 
flowered at least two weeks early.  I visited an 
ivy-covered dead stump close by on the 1st of 
September to monitor progress, and found it 
just starting to flower - but already smothered 
in various flies, lady-birds and wasps, and to 
my surprise, a few hundred male C. hederae!  
I decided that the 14th - if sunny - would be 
about right to visit the breeding grounds, in 
order to view the females working.  On the 
day, my wife Wendy and I walked to the area 
where we had found the nine or ten open holes 
in 2015 and the hundreds in 2017 - and saw 
only five or six males quartering the ground 
and three open holes!!

Disappointed, we walked toward the 
second area some 400 m distant.  Whilst still 
100 m from our destination, I asked Wendy if 
she could hear humming - she could.  I sniffed 
the breeze: it was coming from the direction 
of the busy A11, a kilometre or so away on 
the other side of woodland.  We both decided 
that the sound was the drumming of tyres on 
tarmac, but as we walked the humming grew 
louder and instead of still looking ahead to the 
expected small patch of holes in our wide path, 
I turned toward the roughly grazed grassland 
to our right, and realised there was a twenty 
cm high cloud of thousands of male C. hederae 
flying back and forth over every mm of about 

half a hectare of the meadow!!  Upon stepping 
into the melee and looking closer, I could see 
hundreds of holes in the turf,  with here and 
there a ball of males clustering around a just-
emerged female. 

Over the last few days of September I 
have looked at the ivy-clad forest trees on our 
boundary with the golf-course - the honey-like 
smell assails the nostrils from a distance - all 
covered in a cloud of both C. hederae and Apis 
melifera. My close-up of one of the ivy flowers 
shows what is causing all the excitement.  

However, all of this has all given me a 
puzzle!  The first of the C. hederae to arrive in 
2014/15 dug their holes in almost bare ground 
and mostly south-facing slopes, as most of our 
other ground nesting bees do. I have always 
thought this was in order to take advantage of 
the sun’s warmth.  So why this sudden change?  
There are now hardly any holes in the original 
first dug areas - not even emergent holes. Most 
of the new holes are difficult to see in the rough 
grass, but they are as numerous as those in my 
photo, which was at a spot where they spilled 
onto the wide pathway.  It cannot be that the 
original bees died or have been predated, for 
where would this massive upsurge in numbers 
have come from?  

Nesting sites of Ivy bees. 

 
They are certainly acting differently to 

most of the other species of mining bees that 
I know.  I have seen some occupying the 
same patch for many years, and in some cases 
research revealed that folk had known of them 
for perhaps generations back. A small group 
of Hairy-footed flower bees, Anthophora 
plumipes, have lived in a small patch of wall 
near my home for the last 44 years, yet only 
during the last five have I seen them occupy 
three new areas of wall - and still only four or 
five holes at each place!

Bees, not Honeybees
Ivy mining bee - Colletes hederae again!
Bill Clark, Cambridge
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FORAGING LINES
Bees and a Pandemic: A Tale in Two Parts
How research and beekeeping in the USA have been affected by 
Covid-19
By Dr. Maggie Couvillon and Mr. Rusty Foltz

PANDEMIC BEEKEEPING:

HELLO to our beekeeping 
friends “across the pond” from 
a small, beekeeping club in the 
Northern Shenandoah Valley 

of Virginia, USA. Virginia is a mid-Atlantic 
state, halfway up the Eastern coast of the 
country. As such, we are about on the same 
latitude as southern Portugal, the lower third 
of Spain, the tip of Italy’s boot, and Greece! 
I suspect our weather patterns may be a bit 
different as we are inland and in between 
two small mountain ranges. 

My name is Rusty Foltz. As a friend, 
and fellow admirer of Apis mellifera, Dr 
Couvillon asked that I share with you a 
bit of how it has been to be a beekeeper 
during a pandemic. I dove into beekeeping 
about ten years ago following two careers: 
one as a dietitian/nutritionist and one as a 
pharmaceutical representative (one of the 
more principled, I assure you!). I have been 
the president of the local club, an instructor 
of beginning beekeeping classes, and had 
about a 14-month stint as the president of 
the Virginia State Beekeeping Association. I 
currently manage from 15-30 hives stationed 
at a Pick Your Own Fruit Farm with a goal 
of producing 1200-1500 lbs. of honey a year 
(roughly 92-115 gallons or 348-435 liters!). 
It was as the head of the state association 
that I had the distinct honor of meeting 
Dr Couvillon and assisting her with some 
research on the waggle dance (2018-2019 
– but more on that another day). Overall, 
despite failures at getting my bees through 
winter, I keep trying (this year I am very 
hopeful!!). They are just so fascinating, and 
the honey so wonderful!!

What you read here is the result of a few 
of us from the club conferring on how the 
COVID virus has impacted our beekeeping 
practices. I imagine you will be nodding 
your head “yes” as you read this because it 
has probably impacted you the same way. We 
decided it fell into two broad categories; 1) 
how it has affected our individual behaviour 
with our Honey Bees and, 2) how it has 
affected our club activities. 

So, our opinion was it has impacted 
our club activity the most. Previously, the 
meetings were held every month, with two 
of those meetings being around bringing 
food and chatting about beekeeping for 
the 2-3 hours we would be together. It 
was a great social event with the benefit of 
sharing beekeeping practices, as well as to 
commiserate over the ups and downs of 
beekeeping. Our club also taught beginning 
beekeeping classes over an 8-week period 
that includes field days, which allows the 
new beekeepers a chance to experience being 
immersed in several hundred thousand bees 
dancing about while they are in their bright, 
new bee suits! We also had woodenware 
days to guide the new beekeeper in building 
their hive boxes and frames sturdy and 
square. A service of our bee club is to help 
new beekeepers order their woodenware 
for the standard, medium deep Langstroth 
hives most popular in our area…i.e. the pre-
cut panels for sides and backs, the bottom 
boards, inner covers, telescoping top covers, 
and materials for frames (side bars, top bars, 
bottom bars, wire, nails, and wax comb). 
By ordering in bulk, we can provide a 
substantial discount to our new beekeepers. 
However, due to the impact of COVID on 
the supply chains of all retail, we are seeing 
a shortage in wood available for hive boxes 
and a potential for a lack of production from 
our usual suppliers. 

All of our in-person activities ended 
abruptly in March 2020. To the credit of 
our leadership and volunteers, we have since 
invested a lot of energy into our website, 
making it interactive and brimming with 
information. We have utilized the video 
conferencing technology and are now 
offering monthly educational programs 
as well as doing club business remotely. 
Though it is not like being in a room live 
with our friends and colleagues, times like 
these require creativity and flexibility. You 
can access our website at www.valleybees.
org.

On the other hand, all of us mentioned 
it has not significantly altered our day-to-

day behavior with our bees which are going 
about their daily activity and are oblivious 
to the toils and troubles of their human 
keepers. Most of us find working bees to be 
a focused and calming exercise, so many of 
us continue our usual pace. One colleague, 
however, said he must discipline himself not 
to be in his bees more often because now 
he is stuck at home and is tempted to peek 
more than necessary! The restrictions on 
gatherings has made it difficult for beekeepers 
to promote their products through farmers’ 
markets, or other “fair” type of events. 
We miss interacting with the public and 
educating them on our “unusual” hobby…
one many admire. Most find them essential 
to the health of the planet, but cannot ima 
gine voluntarily subjecting themselves to the 
regular pain of bee stings! The guidelines 
here have been such that we can still transact 
business – farm markets are open with strict 
crowd size requirements – so the market still 
has a higher demand than our production 
levels. On a personal level one member has 
managed some “live lunchtime bee chats”. A 
small group (4-6 people) will be invited to 
his home. We bring our own lunches, our 
own chairs, and sit six feet or more apart, 
out in the yard, under an oak tree. The 
conversation covers beekeeping, bee club 
goals, and family topics. The groups vary so 
many of the people who routinely came to the 
meetings, and stayed after to chat, can now 
catch up with each other. Winter is coming 
so I am not sure how we may manage, but 
beekeepers are a creative and flexible bunch! 
I hope you too are maintaining some sort of 
beekeeping community. Though I find some 
beekeepers to be quite content with the 
solitude of working honey bees – not many 
are crazy enough to bother you! – most of 
us enjoy sharing the trials and tribulations 
of our hobby.

Finally, though COVID has caused us 
to rethink some of the behaviors around 
beekeeping, it still pales in comparison to 
Varroa Destructor, dwindling forage, and 
improper use of pesticides. I believe we 
will get a handle on the virus and most 
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beekeepers are taking Varroa mites more 
seriously. I am concerned about the loss of 
forage and the still rampant use – especially 
with homeowners – of pesticides.

PANDEMIC RESEARCH
Hello everyone! Greetings from Blacksburg, 
Virginia, home of Virginia Tech. My name is 
Dr. Maggi Couvillon, and Foraging Lines has 
been my column in this journal since 2011, 
when I was a postdoctoral researcher at the 
University of Sussex in Brighton, England. 
These days I am an assistant professor 
(USA equivalent of the UK Lecturer) in 
the Department of Entomology, and I run 
a research lab for postgraduate students 
to investigate pollinator health, with a 
particular focus on honey bee foraging and 
recruitment.

I currently have six postgraduate 
students (three Ph.D. students and three 
M.Sc students) working with me, and in 
the early months of the pandemic, when 
everything was so up in the air, I felt a 
considerable feeling of relief that three of the 
students had reached a place in their research 
where the field work was complete and what 
remained was intense data analysis and 
writing. Those students, who are using the 
honey bee waggle dance, are investigating 
the foraging dynamics of honey bees across 
different landscapes and time within the 
state of Virginia. (As an aside, it was through 
that field work that I met Rusty Foltz, who 
worked as a part-time research technician 
for me at one of my remote field sites. 

Rusty, as all my students say, is a hoot!). For 
my students, although sitting inside on a 
computer all day is isolating and lonely and 
not how science should be done, at least they 
could do something!

Another graduate student of mine was 
facing her first field season as spring turned 
into summer 2020. Her project, to survey 
garden ornamentals for pollinator visits and 
determine what plants bring abundant and 
diverse insect-visitors, was already designed. 
She was able to get her garden planted and, 
this summer, to collect the data as planned. 
She had one undergraduate worker to help 
out, but the entire project was outside, so 
the students were able to maintain social 
distance and still get the work done. 

Of the two remaining students, one of 
them just started with me this August, and 
so we are in the middle of designing his 
research objectives and mapping out his 
experimental seasons. It is a little difficult – 
and challenging – to do these things without 
any real sense of what Spring or Summer 
2021 will look like, but at least with a Ph.D., 
there’s a bit more time to tweak and adjust 
things, to be nimble and flexible.

There was, however, one research 
casualty from the Pandemic Summer 2020. 
This particular student moved to Blacksburg 
and started with me in January 2020, just 
in time to have a few normal months before 
everything being locked down. It was, I 
am sure, a bewildering and lonely time to 
be new in a city and then not be allowed 
to build any community. What’s worse, 

the experiments planned for Summer 2020 
involved a method (marking an entire 
observation hive) that required many people 
to work together closely for several days, 
something that we just were not able to do 
safely. We tried to recreate a facsimile of 
this, but ultimately we were not successful 
at getting the methodology accomplished, 
and her field season drew to a dissatisfying 
conclusion last month. I feel horribly for 
this student – imagine starting somewhere 
new, with all the energy and enthusiasm 
of embarking on your postgraduate career, 
only to have it all snatched away after a few 
tantalising months. She’s struggled to find 
her footing, and I’ve struggled along with 
her to support her and also to guide her to 
find alternatives that can be accomplished 
within the confines of the pandemic.

It’s a lonely time for everyone, but it is 
perhaps lonelier for some. Like honey bees, 
the individual cannot really survive without 
the support of the larger colony, and the 
sudden removal of the society has been 
hard. We are about to enter into wintertime, 
and it feels like we are unprepared for the 
challenges not only inherent to this season, 
but also for those imparted by Covid-19. 
I hope that a time might come, in the not 
too distant future, when I can write an 
epilogue to this story and tell you how the 
lab has made it through this challenging 
time. But for now, all we can do is collect 
our resources, hunker down, and try to stay 
warm with our immediate family. Take care, 
readers from overseas!
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ABSTRACT
Dimensions of the worker honey bee brood 
cell, volume of the body of the ripe to be sealed 
worker bee larva, food quantity of the larva 
at the bottom of its cell, body dimensions of 
the adult varroa mite parasite, constitute some 
parameters, which mechanically determine the 
degree of the infestation level of a honey bee 
colony, and therefore the degree of tolerance 
or vice versa susceptibility of the host species to 
the parasite species.  

INTRODUCTION
The kind of varroa mite treatment is determined 
thoroughly through our knowledge of the 
responsible factors for the susceptibility 
of the host bee colony to the parasite. A 
comprehensive bibliography on the matter 
was presented by Rosenkranz et al (2010). In 
general, the international scientific research 
has been oriented towards the aspect, that 
the degree of host sensitivity to the parasite is 
based on different biological parameters, such 
as juvenile hormone titer, or grooming and 
hygienic behavior of the worker bees, duration 
of the post-capping period of the brood, and 
so on. Nonetheless, it would be really of little 
or no sense to investigate factors triggering, 
for example, the oogenesis of the mite (Frey et 
al 2013), if the parasite for any reason could 
not be able previously to settle and remain 
live in the newly capped brood cell, i.e., in the 
natural space of its reproduction. This aspect is 
strongly supported by the statement that “the 
first step for the parasite to be able to reproduce 
and acquire fitness is to find a host” (Lin et al 
2018).    

DISCUSSION
1. The trapping procedure of the parasite in 
the brood cells of European Apis mellifera 
colonies.
The procedure of the brood cell invasion of 
the adult mite [named initially Varroa jacobsoni 
(Oudemans 1904) and afterwards rather 

more anthropomorphically renamed Varroa 
destructor (Anderson & Trueman 2000)] 
in an Apis mellifera macedonica honey bee 
colony has been already described in detail 
(Ifantidis 1988). Nonetheless, the impact of 
that publication on the course of the varroa 
research worldwide was almost nothing. 
Perhaps the only exception, a short comment 
has been made on it by Dillier et al (2006). The 
substantial conclusion of that paper (Ifantidis 
1988) was that the provisional capture of the V. 
destructor mite at the bottom of the brood cell is 
the result of the mechanical pressure exercised 
on the body of the adult varroa female by the 
5th instar bee larva of an European A. mellifera 
bee race. In its turn this pressure is caused by 
the combination of two events: (a) that the ripe 
larva of A. mel. macedonica race almost fills the 
brood cell (see Fig. 1, in Ifantidis 1988) and (b) 
that there is plenty of the milk-like larva food 
at the bottom of the cell in this race (see Fig. 
2, again in Ifantidis 1988). A corresponding 
picture concerning the relationship of the 
size of the ripe larva of the bee species Apis 
cerana to the space of its cell is to be found in 
the site ”book of UF/IFAS, Biology of Apis 
cerana” or “Apis cerana life cycle”. Nonetheless, 
a corresponding picture concerning now 
the amount of the A. cerana larva food was 
infeasible to recover. Still, there is indirect but 
clear evidence that the quantity of larva food in 
A. cerana worker brood is less rich than in the 
European races of A. mellifera worker brood 
cells (Wang et al 2018).

On the base of the Physics principles, the 
value of the pressure exercised on the body of 
the adult varroa mite by the bee larva, so that 
the parasite V. destructor will be (provisionally) 
stuck in the larval food at the bottom of the 
cell of an European race of A. mellifera colony, 
depends not only upon the amount of larval 
food but also upon the relation of the size of 
the host larva on one side and on the other side 
upon the space (diameter) of the brood cell. 
Because of the obvious relation of these two 
parameters between each other, a noticeable 
research interest has been expressed on this 
issue (see further below, chapter 3 “Additional 

bibliography on the matter)”. 

2. Supportive evidence for the mechanical 
nature of varroa tolerance.
The significance of the amount of larval 
food as a mechanical factor for the degree of 
tolerance or vice versa of susceptibility of the 
host species to the parasite species has been 
unexpectedly clearly shown by Wang et al 
(2018).  They carried out experiments with 
another parasite, the dwarf mite V. underwoodi 
in Apis mellifera ligustica as well as in A. cerana 
colonies and found that “Not any single V. 
underwoodi mite was found in any of the brood 
of the surveyed A. mellifera colonies. In contrast, 
V. underwoodi infested A. cerana brood in five 
of the 19 sampling areas… ” (Wang et al 2018, 
page 4 column 2, paragraph 2 lines 1-3). 

The complete absence of this dwarf mite 
(see Figure 2, page 5 in Wang et al 2018) in 
the experimental A. mel. ligustica colonies may 
be attributed to its drowning in the rich larval 
food given by the nurse bees of European A. 
mellifera races just before the time of the cell 
capping. This did not happen for the dwarf 
mite in the case of A. cerana brood cells, where 
the mechanism of trapping is principally 
lacking, rather due to the relatively little larval 
food. This might be the reason, that also the V. 
destructor infestation level fluctuates in the case 
of A. cerana at the low percentages of about 4% 
during the year (Rosenkranz et al 1993).

It can now be noticed that the drowning 
death of the V. underwoodi mite in the food 
of the A. mel. ligustica brood cells might be 
due to the relatively short breathing organs 
of the parasite : although these organs can 
extend (like a submarine periscope) they rather 
remain half submerged in the rich larva food 
of the West honeybee races, and they do not 
come out to the food surface, contrary to the 
case of V. destructor (de Ruijter & Kaas 1983). 
In any case, the dead V. underwoodi mites in 
the European A. mellifera brood cells could 
not be observed by a following examination of 
the brood cells, because they are rather covered 
permanently under the cocoon of the bee larva 
at the bottom of the cell.  

THE NATURE OF APIS SPP. 
TOLERANCE OR SUSCEPTIBILITY 
AGAINST VARROA SPP.  
A review article
Michael D. Ifantidis
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 In the same European bee race, i.e., in the 
A. mel. ligustica  no drowning of V. destructor 
happens in the larval food, contrary to the case 
of the V. underwoodi. Because in both instances 
the nurse worker bees belonged to the same 
race of honey bee,  the amount of larval food 
per brood cell remains the same in both of 
them, but the consequence for the two parasite 
species is quite different. On the other hand, 
both of these Varroa species are reproduced 
(even at low levels) in the host A. cerana. In 
any case, it is again obvious that the above 
shown similarities, correspondingly differences 
concerning different mite species parasitizing 
different honey bee species are owing to the 
quantity of the larval food. 

Another significant contribution to the 
issue under discussion in the present paper 
constitutes the work of Lin et al (2018). The 
authors studied for the first time the parasitism 
of the  mite V. destructor simultaneously in its 
initial and in the new host. They found that 
«worker brood of A. cerana was infested naturally 
to a similar degree to that of A. mellifera” (Lin et 
al 2018, p.12, paragraph 1, line 3). 

At first, this finding opposes substantially 
the finding of Rosenkranz et al (1993), i.e., 
that under natural conditions the infestation 
level of the mite V. destructor in A. cerana is 
much lower than in European A. mellifera 
races. This discrepancy is due to the fact that 
in the experiment of Lin et al (2018) the nurse 
bees belonged always to the A. mel. ligustica 
race, which, as it is shown in the work of Wang 
et al (2018), give a  wealth of food to the brood 
compared to that of the nurse bees of the A. 
cerana species. This experimental condition in 
the Lin et al (2018) paper is an artifact made 
quite unconsciously, since the researchers 
indeed tried to avoid different other artifacts. If 
they had not ignored the paper concerning the 
mechanism of trapping the mite at the bottom 
of the brood cell  in European A. mellifera races 
(Ifantidis 1988), they could have avoided the 
concrete artifact.

In any case, we have here the second 
example (Lin et al 2018), which is convincing 
that the quantity of larval food determines the 
infestation level of the sealed worker brood 
of a honey bee colony. This parameter is the 
main reason that under natural conditions 
the same varroa species, i.e., the mite V. 
destructor, is more “destructive” for a bee colony 
of a European A. mellifera race than of the A. 
cerana. In any case the author’s second finding 
that “…  the maximum reproductive potential of 
the foundresses did not differ between the honeybee 
species” (Lin et al 2018, page 12, first paragraph, 
lines 7-8) is valid only under the concrete 
not sufficiently controlled experimental 
conditions, but not under natural conditions. 

Nevertheless, the interesting experiment of 
Lin et al (2018), if it were considered without 

the above highlighted artifact, proves in 
essence that both hosts, i.e., A. cerana species 
and European A. mellifera races potentially 
are equally vulnerable regarding the invasion 
possibilities of the parasite. The substantial 
difference between these two main groups 
of honeybees is merely that A. cerana worker 
bees are more capable of detecting the infested 
brood after cell capping, so that they remove 
the infested developing bee with its whole 
parasitic load at a not comparably higher level 
than European A. mellifera bees do (Lin et al 
2018).

We could now connect the work of Wang 
et al (2018) on one hand and Lin et al (2018) 
on the other. They are complementary to each 
other, for the following reasons: (a) The first 
paper could be considered also as the missed 
control experiment in the second one. (b) 
Both of them emphasize the importance of 
the quantity of the larval food as the most 
decisive factor of the mechanical nature for the 
function or not of the trapping mechanism at 
the bottom of the brood cell, which contains 
the honey bee larva (Ifantidis 1988).  

3. Additional bibliography on the matter 
The significance of the provisional trapping of 
the adult V. destructor mite at the bottom of 
a ready-to-be capped brood cell of an A. mel. 
macedonica colony (Ifantidis 1988), resulting 
in the susceptibility of the bee colony to this 
parasite, has been already indirectly shown 
through the interest of researchers for the 
possible influence of the cell size of the bee 
comb on the varroa parasitism (de Guzman et 
al 2008, Seeley & Griffin 2011), irrespective 
of the fact that the researchers also ignored the 
paper of Ifantidis (1988).

More specifically, de Guzman et al 
(2008), searching for the possibility of a causal 
relationship between brood cell size of the host 
on one side and varroa tolerance of the bee 
colony on the other, carried out experiments 
using worker bee combs of different size of cells. 
The worker brood of the susceptible A. mel. 
ligustica race was reared in cells with a diameter 
of 5.38 mm, whilst the brood of the tolerant 
[though, according to Büchler et al (2015), 
not sufficient honey productive colonies 
coming from Primorsky] in narrow cells with 
a diameter of 5.35 mm. They found that the 
Russian honey bees had lower infestation levels 
than Italian honey bees, and concluded “… 
bee type largely influences growth of varroa mite 
population in a colony” (see in their abstract) 
and “Hence there may be an interaction between 
characteristics of the comb and brood rearing” 
(see now in p. 236, paragraph 2, lines: 5-6 of 
their text).  

Correspondingly, in their experiments 
Seeley & Griffin (2011) used also two groups 
of A. mellifera bee colonies. In one group the 

colonies came from Europe (EHB), which 
have relatively larger worker cells. In the second 
group the colonies belonged to the “wild” 
Africanized honeybees (AHB) having relative 
narrower cells in their natural combs. The bee 
colonies in each group retained unchanged 
their micro-environment, i.e., the size of the 
comb cells and the amount of the larval food 
per cell. The authors reached rather hurriedly 
their conclusions, i.e., that “… small-cell 
comb does not control Varroa mites in colonies 
of honeybees of European origin”. At first this 
conclusion constitutes another discrepancy, if 
it is compared with the results of de Guzman 
et al (2008). Furthermore, by examining more 
carefully the experimental conditions one 
cannot overlook the fact that Seeley & Griffin 
(2011) indeed used combs consisting of 
worker cells of a different diameter (4.82 mm 
in the case of a AHB, and 5.38 mm in the case 
of EHB). Nonetheless, the occupants of the 
brood cells were always larvae of EHB, which 
have a greater body size in comparison to the 
AHB as well as in comparison to honeybee A. 
cerana, also a bee of tropical origin. In the case 
of an African A. mellifera race, for example, 
the body length axis of the bee worker bee 
is only about 30mm (Page et al  2016, see in 
their Figure 1), i.e., much shorter than of a 
European A. mellifera race.  

In the experimental design of Seeley 
& Griffin (2011) a vice versa experiment 
(control) is missing too, in which the larvae 
would belong to AHB. So it is not possible to 
state that their conclusion is or not justified. 
The results of the control experiment could 
possibly explain also the following conclusion 
of Seeley (2007): “the size of mite population 
remains stable for so many years in the concrete 
area of the USA (Arnot Forest) without 
treatment, despite an increase in mite fertility, the 
presence of the Korean haplotype, and the fact that 
the feral Africanized bee colonies have a relatively 
small size worker brood cells. 

Alphen & Fernhout (2020) mentioned 
also the significance of the size of the brood cell 
for the varroa susceptibility of a European A. 
mellifera bee colony. They, contrary to Seeley 
& Griffin (2011), explained that “smaller brood 
cell size may also help to reduce reproductive rates 
of Varroa”. This conclusion is the same with that 
of de Guzman et al (2008). Again according to 
Seeley (2007) a population of feral Africanized 
honeybees colonies in Arnot Forest (United 
States) persist with Varroa destructor having 
smaller worker brood cells in comparison with 
the European A. mellifera races. Even earlier, 
Message & Goncalves (1995) have found 
that combs with larger cells support higher 
varroa reproduction than combs which have 
smaller cells. The sited references show not 
only the discrepancies between themselves but 
also the significance of the size of the brood 
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  cell in A. mellifera in relation to the tolerance 
corresponding to the susceptibility of a honey 
bee colony against the V. destructor.   

CONCLUSIONS
It seems that the intensive feeding behavior of 
the nurse bees is the main factor responsible for 
the susceptibility of a European A. mellifera 
race bee colony to the V. destructor, 
correspondingly for its absolute tolerance 
against the dwarf mite V. underwoodi. In 
general, the tolerance or correspondingly the 
susceptibility of honeybee species against 
varroa species is mainly determined by the 
amount of the larval food as a mechanical part 
of the trapping mechanism of the parasite. 

It is rather a utopia to seek the combination 
of  breeding for honey productivity in A. 
mellifera on one hand and on the other Varroa 
tolerance, since the stronger the bee colony the 
more effective the trapping mechanism, i.e. the 
more sensitive becomes it to V. destructor. 
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Thoughts On Wintering Bees 
Dr Richard Taylor 

1984.

ASK any beekeeper what he thinks 
is his single most troublesome 
problem and chances are he’ll say 
“swarming”. Yet in fact the costs 

of swarming, in terms of reduced honey 
crops, probably do not even come close to 
those resulting from winter loss. It is not 
unheard of, at least In this continent, for 
beekeepers over a wide area to Iose upwards 
of half their colonies to a particularly severe 
winter. Besides this, one must consider that 
swarming is part of the natural cycle of 
colony life. It is in no way an aberration nor 
is it a disaster to the beekeeper, even in those 
years when swarming is excessive. Perishing 
over the course of winter, on the other hand, 
is no part of the natural cycle, and represents 
not only the ultimate calamity to the colony 
but often near disaster to a beekeeper, 
especially one who tries to gain part or all of 
his livelihood from his bees. To this it should 
be added that a swarmed colony, though 
weakened and perhaps a source of depression 
to its owner, is no special problem. A dead 
hive in the spring, on the other hand, is 
often an appalling thing to contemplate and 
an irksome chore to restore. It is apt to be, in 
the graphic words of some fine British writer 
and beekeeper whose name has long since 
escaped my memory, a “mass of mouldering 
corruption” 

Yet, paradoxically, there is in a sense 
no such thing as winter loss, if by this is 
meant the death of a colony due just to 
the occurrence of winter. The cause is not 
winter, but beekeeper neglect. More often 
than not the death of a colony over winter 
results from simple starvation. Now if the 
owner of any other kind of livestock - of 
horses or cattle, for example - were to find 
alI of them starved to death in the spring, we 
would hardly let him blame this just on the 
weather! It is  not easy to see why beekeepers 
who let their stock starve should be treated 
more charitably. 

Winter does not by itself kill bees, and 
certainly the most conspicuous feature of 
winter, namely, sheer cold, is not responsible. 
Honeybees had thirty million years to adapt 
themselves to the cycle of the seasons, and 
their mechanisms for this are extraordinary 
and effective. They, alone among insects in 
the temperate zones, pass the winter in an 

active state. They withdraw, but do not in 
any sense hibernate. The energy of honey is 
converted to heat, and the warmth of the 
colony is sustained. 

The two factors that contribute most to 
winter loss are (1) insufficient stores, and 
(2) poor ventilation. Other things, such as 
long periods of unremitting cold resulting 
in excessively long confinement, or the 

invasion of the hive by rodents, sometimes 
put stresses on a colony, but they are seldom 
fatal. 

1. Insufficient  Stores
The way to avoid insufficient stores is 
perfectly obvious. Many beekeepers, having 
been too greedy in their honey harvesting, 
try to make up for the resulting insufficiency 

Overwintering colonies.

The best winter food for bees is honey. Don’t extract all the good heavy well-sealed combs. Enough should 
be left on the hive to go beyond the end of winter as often there is a cold spring when bees are unable to 
forage. 
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  of stores by feeding sugar syrup. This, I am 
convinced, is a serious mistake, at least in my 
part of the world. It is a chore and an extra 
expense and it is usually not very effective. 
Even the prodigious feeding of sugar syrup 
is less effective than leaving with the bees 
an adequate amount of their own honey. 
A gallon of sugar syrup certainly does not 
become a gallon of winter stores in the hive. 
Feeding less than five gallons is of negligible 
benefit to the colony. 

Too many beekeepers rely on feeding syrup for 
winter stores. It involves expense, a lot of work and 
it is an inferior food for the bees. If resorted to, then 
huge amounts are needed and supplied well in time 
so that the stores can be sealed over. 

The best approach, I believe, is for the 
beekeeper to take for himself only the honey 
from the earliest flows, letting the bees keep 
whatever they get after that. This, of course, 
presupposes that there are late season honey 
flows. This is generally true in the more 
northern latitudes of my country, but of 
course it is not true everywhere. 

Of course a beekeeper can hardly help 
feeling that he may be reducing his own 
crop by leaving perhaps more honey than 
necessary  for the bees, but there is an 
illusion here. Even when more honey is 
left for the bees than they need to avoid 
starvation, the extra is by no means wasted. 
In the contrary, it is an investment in the 
next year’s crop, and one that will pay off 
handsomely. For the more honey the bees 
have in the Fall, the more they will still have 
in the Spring; and the more they have in 
the Spring, the stronger the colony will be 
for the earliest flows. And the stronger the 
colony is for the flows, the bigger the crop. 
So you see, the purpose is not merely to get 

the colony through the winter alive, but to 
get it through strong. lf there is any principle 
of apiculture that seems true universally, it is 
that you need strong, that is, very populous, 
hives in order to get good honey crops. 

 The principle just enunciated is 
called “the Taylor Principle” on this side of 
the Atlantic. Actually, I have never seen it so 
referred to except in my own writings, but 
since I entertain the conceit that I originated 
that Principle, then I go on hoping that 
someday the name wiIl catch on and thus, 
perhaps, carry my modest name a bit beyond 
the grave. 

2. Poor Ventilation
The second cause of winter loss, I said, is 
poor ventilation. This has been proved many 
times. Only recently, for example, I read of a 
beekeeper who had replaced the inner covers 
of his hives with wire screens, to move them, 
and then fallen ill before he could replace 
aIl the screens with the inner covers before 
winter struck. Come Spring he found that 
the screened colonies were in far better shape 
than the ones with solid inner covers. (Of 
course all the colonies had outer covers; none 
went into winter with their tops covered only 
by screens). 

 My own practice is to make sure there 
is some kind of opening at or near the top 
of every colony. If there is no good sized 
crack near the top of the hive then I leave 
the inner cover opening partially open. This 
allows excessive moisture to escape. Were it 
otherwise, then moisture from the cluster of 
bees would rise, condense above them and 
then, as the outside temperature waned dip 
down on the cluster, putting deadIy stress on 
the colony. 

Though most often mouse guards are fitted across 
the whole entrance for ventilation and to keep out 
pests.

Colonies prepared for winter often have reduced 
entrances.

By the same token, the colony entrance 
should not be excessiveIy restricted. The 
purpose of closing down the entrance is 
to keep rodents out. It should not prevent 
ventilation. Though of course common sense 
dictates that you do not want an actual wind 
blowing through the hive. My main practice 
is to close each entrance with a wedge of 
wire screen with holes large enough to allow 
passage of the bees but not the passage of 
mice, and then slap a scrap of tar paper over 
this, heId in place with staples or a coupIe of 
tacks, to keep the wind out. There is plenty 
of opening for the passage of air through the 
hive. 

One final precaution, which is very easy 
and effective, is to put a brick or block of 
wood under each hive, at the back, to give 
it a decided tiIt forward. There is sure to be 
an attrition of bees over the winter, by the 
sheer passage of time if nothing else, and this 
tilting of the hive prevents dead bees from 
accumulating on the bottom board. In fact 
you will almost never have to take a hive 
apart to scrape off the bottom board if you 
take this simpIe precaution. 

I never worry about my bees in winter.  
I “put them to bed” in the fall and don’t 
even see the apiary again until April. Before  
I leave them for their winter rest I heft each 
one from behind, note with reassurance that 
it is as heavy as lead, slip a brick underneath, 
make sure the inner cover hole is partly open 
in case there are no other obvious cracks or 
holes near the top, thrust the mesh wedges in 
the entrances, slap on the scraps of protective 
tar paper, and that’s it. You can get twenty or 
thirty colonies ready for winter in this way 
in less than an hour. And come Spring, every 
colony is bursting with bees and ready to get 
a big crop of honey for me and in time, of 
course, to make swarm preparations - but 
that is another story!

All photos by the editor.
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Heinrich Freudenstein

IT is common usage today to feed 
honeybees sugar syrup in the fall for 
overwintering. The question is, why? 
Shouldn’t natural honey be the ideal 

winter feed for the bees? Or is the drive for 
more profit the reason behind this usage: 
cheap syrup in exchange for the valuable 
honey?

It’s worth having a look back into the 
“good old days” around 1880. We learn 
that these times were not as easy and our 
ancestors suffered as much from diverse bee 
diseases as today with one exception: One 
had to accept the hard fact that the bees 
were dead but nobody had an idea what the 
cause was. At that time knowledge about 
the biology of bees was limited and viruses, 
bacterias, fungus … as sources of bee diseases 
were unknown.

Especially the large winter losses 
resulting from dysentery bothered Heinrich 
Freudenstein, a teacher in Marburg, 
Germany, who kept bees to supplement his 
meager salary. None of the recommended 
treatments or procedures helped - ie: 

- adding fresh honey frames
- inducing cleansing flights

- heating hives
- adding lime to the bottom board to 

lower humidity
- requeening to the Italian “ligustica” bee 
Still the bees would suffer from dysentery 

and die over winter. 

The positive effect of syrup feeding
Freudenstein had the intuition that 
somehow the quality of the honey winter 
storage was poor and suspected that a 
late honeydew honey harvest could be 
the problem, as occurred regularly in his 
region. So for a possible solution he tried 
replacing the honeydew honey by feeding 
the bees a liquid sugar solution. The result 
was overwhelming; all the bees overwintered 
well. He repeated these feeding experiments 
many times over, always with the same 
good rates of overwintering. Even better 
results were obtained if all the honey in the 
fall was harvested and the bees were given 
syrup as a replacement winter feed. He was 
even able to “heal” hives that suffered from 
dysentery by feeding them syrup. With 
today’s knowledge: Freudenstein discovered 
the fact that indeed certain honeydews can 
be the cause of dysentery in overwintering 
bees (see box honeydew honey)

Thanks to his fortunate guess and 
subsequent feeding experiments he was able 
to prove this fact without doubt.

Freudenstein wanted to know exactly 
why feeding syrup was so successful in his 
practice. To justify it scientifically as well he 
had the caped “syrup-honey” analysed by a 
chemist. As in real honey the “syrup-honey” 
was split into glucose and fructose, but lacking 
pollen, higher sugars and other ingredients. 
He realised that this pure carbohydrate diet 
was ideal for overwintering, not burdening 
the bees’ intestines over winter at all. Only 
when brood rearing starts do bees need 
access to a protein-rich nutrition.

The prophet in his own land ...
At a beekeepers meeting in 1886 
Freudenstein publicly announced his 
discovery: Bees overwinter better on syrup 
than honey. A bold and queer statement 
and against common comprehension at 
that time. The reaction of the attendees was 
predictable. What!: „Honey as the cause of a 

disease, how can this be. Impossible“! “Nature 
can not be so silly to provide food for the bees 
which is pathogenic to them”! Beemaster 
Keck remarked: “Feeding syrup! How can you 
recommend something like this. Now the bees 
will get dysentery for sure”.
Freudenstein’s advice:
For overwintering the bees need syrup 
only. 

For brood rearing a protein-rich nutrition 
is necessary.
Unbelievably, even though Freudenstein’s 
feeding experiments were showing good 
and repeatable results, the skeptics and 
disbelievers carried the day. The outrage 
even extended across the country and 
soon Freudenstein was labeled “the sugar 
apostle” with the accusation that he was 
fabricating honey by feeding the bees syrup. 
The committee members of the German 
beekeeping society banned him from writing 
for the national beekeeping journal and he 
was eschewed as a lecturer.

Freudenstein was an energetic man, 
disputable, very knowledgeable about bees 
and an excellent speaker. He countered all 
these hostile attacks with vigour. Out of 
necessity he started his own beekeeping 
journal in 1902, called “Neue Bienen-
Zeitung” (New Bee Journal). Together with 
his successful textbook about beekeeping 
this allowed him to reach an even greater 
audience. In addition, he garnished the 
subscription price with an attractive benefit. 
Freudenstein promised “to replace any 
bee colony that died of dysentery, hunger or 
manifests mouldy combs as a result of using my 
method of overwintering”. 

With pleasure and gratification he 
remarked a couple years later: “I never had 
to replace a single colony. Now even former 
opposers are trotting behind me”. Indeed, on 
the quiet and over the years Freudenstein’s 
method established itself as the prevalent 
way in aiding bees to overwinter - to this day.

Heinrich Freudenstein died on February 
15 1935 in Marburg at the age of 72. 
His pioneering work was never officially 
acknowledged and sadly his name got 
forgotten over the years.

COMMENT 
Sugar Feeding of Bees
Heinrich Freudenstein - an early pioneer in beekeeping 
Hans-Ulrich THOMAS,Zurich, Switzerland  hthomas@swissonline.ch
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Honeydew
Internationally honey is defined as follows:

- Honey is a sweet, viscous food substance 
made by bees and some related insects. Bees 
produce honey from the sugary secretions 
of plants (floral nectar) or from secretions 
of other insects (such as honeydew), by 
regurgitation, enzymatic activity, and water 
evaporation.(NB: In the USA honeydew 
honey is not officially regarded as honey, 
only a couple of states do so.)

Usually the raw material for honey is 
nectar, which the bees collect from flowers. 
However, another source is honeydew which 
is a sweet liquid secreted by insects, like 
aphids or coccids. With the help of their 
piercing mouthparts these insects can tap 
the sugar-rich sap flow in plants. The insect 
extracts the needed nutrients from the sap 
and the excess is secreted, mostly sugar. 
This is called honeydew and constitutes an 
important food source in nature for bees, 
ants, flies and other critters. Honeydew is 
often produced profusely by aphids, as any 
car owner can attest after parking a car under 
a tree and finding it covered by a sticky 
coating. Another well known term is the 
“Manna” in the bible. 

Honeydew honey is often dark or even 
black in appearance with a tart taste. In  

 

Collecting Manna (Wikipedia)

Germany, Switzerland and Austria it is 
known as “Forest honey” and is a premium 
product, commanding a higher price. 
In other parts of the world, except Asia, 
honeydew honeys are less esteemed. 

As Heinrich Freudenstein experienced, 
honeydew honeys can be problematic for 
overwintering bees. Their mineral content 
(Sodium, Potassium, Phosphorus.. ) is higher 
and the amount of “higher sugars”, especially 
melezitose, is also higher, compared to flower 
honey. For overwintering bees this can be 
a problematic combination for digestion, 
leading often to dysentery. In addition if the 
melezitose content is above 10% the honey 
will solidify quickly in the cell and cannot be 
extracted. Bad luck! Feeding this honey back 
to the bees in times of dearth next year is a 
solution and o.k; consuming it in chunks is 
another.

Honey or honeydew honey?
Color is a good indicator, then specific scent 
and taste. Due to their mineral content 
honeydew honeys show a slight electrical 
conductance. Together with an analysis for 
“higher sugar” content this is a sure sign for 
honeydew honey.
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=B3omF90ppxc
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=K9k5vXU18nM
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=pXbxWsR7IbI

Collecting honeydew from bay tree leaves.

Bee collecting honeydew produced by Marchalina 
hellenica, on conifers, Greece. 

Honeydew is usually dark in colour. though these 
samples also contain floral honey.

Schematic-representation-of-a-feeding-aphid-e-
epidermis-hd-honeydew-droplet-l

Sugar syrup is not confined to winter feeding. It  
is common to feed huge volumes of it to replace 
honey that has been harvested in mid-summer.

Heinrich Freudenstein (1 February 1863 
in Maden to 15 February 1935 in Marbach 
(Marburg)) was a German beekeeper and 
teacher. He recognised by experiments at his 
own apiaries that bees overwinter better on 
sugar instead of the honey that was usual at 
that time. Most bees in the temperate zones are 
fed with sugar solutions after the end of the 
traditional diet in order to achieve a wintering 
with as little loss as possible with a fiber-free 
winter feed. Even though he did not invent 
the process, he has widely used it in beekeeper 
circles. Today it is considered good professional 
practice in beekeeping. He is also the author of 
numerous monographs on beekeeping. 
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APITHERAPY
Long Forgotten Remedies for Natural Healing
Jörg Ruther, Germany

Jörg Ruther

APITHERAPY (from Lat. apis 
– bee) is the general name for 
methods of treatment of various 
human diseases with the use of 

(live) bees and bee products. The main 
products used in apitherapy for healing 
are honey, pollen, propolis, royal jelly, 
drone homogenate (drone milk), dead 
bees, bee pollen, beeswax and bee venom. 
People make ointments, tinctures and 
tablets from bee products as well as using 
bee stings in therapy. Besides the well-
known bee products, modern medicine 
is beginning to discover a number of 
other rare and nearly forgotten products 
already in use by apitherapists in eastern 
and oriental countries. For centuries this 
knowledge has remained the property of a 
very small number of people. Beekeepers 
and healers carefully guarded their recipes 
and knowledge, passing the secrets down 
from parents to children.

Honey
Honey, besides being a food of bees, is 
universally used as an agent for protecting 
human health. Its mechanisms are simple 
but very effective as it is based on the 
different combinations and interactions 
of carbohydrates and enzymes.

A widely disputed explanation of the 
term “honeymoon” claims that it comes 
from a tradition found in a number 
of cultures - German, Scandinavian or 
Babylonian, where mead was drunk in 

great quantities at weddings and then 
after the ceremony nuptial couples were 
given a month’s supply of mead. It was 
believed that by faithfully drinking mead 
for that first month, the woman would 
“bear fruit” and a child would be born 
within the year.

There is a wide range of medical uses 
of honey, particularly as it has antibacterial 
properties and can be used as a remedy for 
burns, coughs etc.

Honey - the most widely used hive product which 
is very important for human health. Best to eat it 
in its purest state, straight from the comb. 

Oxymel:  A Medicinal Drink
A common medicinal preparation that 
dates back to antiquity is Oxymel, which 
is basically a mixture of honey and 
vinegar. It has many uses, and is a part of 
many traditional medicines. I remember 
my grandmother drank it through the hot 
seasons.

The simplest recipe to prepare Oxymel 
is to mix together 4 parts of honey with 1 
part vinegar.  Apple cider vinegar is the 
kind that is most commonly used. 

Another recipe suggests that you boil 
a mixture of one part of vinegar, one part 
of water and two parts of honey. This 
mixture has to be simmered down slowly 
until only about a third of its original 

volume remains. While boiling it down, 
skim off any scum or froth that rises to 
the surface. I do not like this recipe as it 
overheats the honey and you might lose its 
good properties.

The author of a bestselling book 
in 1958 called “Folk Medicine” touted 
honey and apple cider vinegar as a panacea 
or cure-all.  In this book ancient Oxymel 
preparations are mentioned to treat 
arthritis, gout, high cholesterol levels, as 
a metabolic stimulant to promote weight 
loss, and for longevity and life extension.

Some recipes add garlic to the Oxymel 
as an additional natural antibiotic.

Propolis
Inside the natural hive there is a perfect 
bacterial balance and some kind of 
sterility. An important role in maintaining 
the cleanliness in the hive belongs to one 
of the most valuable and unique products 
of bees: propolis or bee glue. Due to its 
antibacterial properties it protects the bee 
hive from germs, bacteria, fungi, and even 
greater dangers such as mice or lizards 
(which are mummified, preventing them 
from rotting within the hive). Fragrant 
and pleasant by taste, propolis is still a 
mystery even to the most experienced 
researchers. The chemical composition of 
this substance is very complex and varies 
from hive to hive, from district to district, 
and from season to season. Propolis is 
sticky at, and above, room temperature 
(20 °C). At lower temperatures, it 
becomes hard and very brittle. It has 
nearly 300 different compounds, but only 
around 100 of them have  been identified 
so far. Northern European propolis has 
approximately 50 constituents, primarily 
resins and vegetable balsams (50%), 
waxes (30%), essential oils (10%), and 
pollen (5%). Propolis also contains 
persistent lipophilic acaricides, a natural 
pesticide that deters mite infestations. 
It is impossible to list all the benefits of 
propolis. Its most important quality is the 
ability to purify and regenerate cells, so 
that they are better able to rid the body 
of free radicals and hyperoxides. Scientists 
call propolis a “antioxidant bomb” and 
studies have shown that regular use of this 
product does indeed “rejuvenate”!
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Propolis on the top bars of frames. It is a precious 
material and shouldn’t be wasted. 

Royal Jelly
Royal jelly is a honey bee secretion that is 
used in the nutrition of larvae, as well as 
adult queens. It is secreted from the glands in 
the hypopharynx of nurse bees, and fed to all 
larvae in the colony, regardless of sex or caste. 
Royal jelly is 67% water, 12.5% protein, 
11% simple sugars (monosaccharides), 
5% fatty acids and 2–3% 10-hydroxy-2-
decenoic acid (10-HDA). It also contains 
trace minerals, antibacterial and antibiotic 
components, pantothenic acid (vitamin B5), 
pyridoxine (vitamin B6) and trace amounts 
of vitamin C,[2] but none of the fat-soluble 
vitamins: A, D, E or K. Major royal jelly 
proteins (MRJPs) are a family of proteins 
secreted by honey bees. The family consists 
of nine proteins, of which MRJP1 (also 
called royalactin), MRJP2, MRJP3, MRJP4, 
and MRJP5 are present in the royal jelly 
secreted by worker bees.

Royal jelly stimulates growth and 
development, increases vitality, stimulates 
metabolism, and normalises the endocrine 
system. The result has a powerful positive 
effect on all the body systems. Royal jelly 
has a great impact on our immune system.  
However, care is need with this and any 
other hive product as there have been 
documented cases of allergic reactions, 
namely hives, asthma, and anaphylaxis, due 
to consumption of royal jelly.

Dead bees - Podmor 
Beekeepers collect dead bees, especially 
in spring when the amount and quality of 
the bees are at their highest. It is important 
that the bees are clean - i.e. without any 
signs of mildew or decomposition, and that 
they come from a beekeeper who does the 
not expose his bees to chemical treatments. 
Properly dried bees have a specific odour. 
Some say that it is sweet, slightly similar to 
the flavour of dried fish; others compare it 
with the smell of roasted pancakes or fried 
sunflower seeds. When you have once 
smelt it, you will never forget it; it is a very 
distinctive smell! The most valuable bees 
those are the ones collected in summer or 
autumn, because at this time the body of the 

bee has accumulated a huge amount of useful 
substances. In the summer months, bees 
have the opportunity to eat fresh pollen and 
nectar; they are more energetic and healthier. 
It is best therefore to use podmor from these 
bees for internal use and those from the end 
of winter for external application. The bees 
should be dried in an oven at a temperature 
not exceeding 50 degrees Celsius, after which 
they should be stored in a tightly closed box, 
a glass jar or a linen pouch. Another storage 
option is in the fridge freezer. Like other bee 
products, dead bees can be bought in Russia 
from beekeepers as they are is often sold at 
the honey fairs.

The effectiveness of podmor is undeniable 
and has been confirmed throughout history 
by practitioners of herbal medicine. Galen, 
the famous doctor of ancient Greece, used 
crushed honeybees against carbuncles, gum 
disease, toothache, to facilitate teething 
in infants, and to restore hair growth. The 
Roman writer Pliny Jr. pointed out that 
ash of burnt bees, mixed with oil, is a good 
remedy for many ailments including as an 
ingredient in an ointment for eye diseases, 
as well as for the growth and strengthening 
of hair. Bees, cooked in honey, were given to 
alleviate dysentery, and a broth made of bees 
in the form of tea was used as a diuretic. In 
16th Century English medical books, dried 
and powdered bees were recommended 
for internal use, mixed into milk and 
wine, against dropsy, gout, rheumatism 
and as a solvent of urinary stones. Bees in 
honey would  also help against spasms and 
stomach ache, bloody diarrhoea, and for the 
treatment of ulcers. The medicinal properties 
of podmor can be amplified and enriched by 
skilfully combining it with other biologically 
active bee products, as well as with herbs, 
fruit and vegetable additives, vegetable oils 
and other natural products.

The tincture contains all the substances 
you find in living bees such as apitoxin, chitin 
(chitosan), etc. Chitosan is a very useful 
substance, extracted from the chitin which 
covers the exoskeleton of bees. Chitosan has 
many properties that make it attractive for a 
wide range of use in food, cosmetics and skin 
care. Its use is very effective because of its 
film-forming and anti-inflammatory action. 
Another invaluable feature is its ability to 
sorption (the taking up and holding of one 
substance by another). The bees chitinous 
cover has a protective function, protecting 
the internal organs from the penetration of 
all kinds of pathogens. Crustaceans and even 
mushrooms have such chitin shells. Chitosan 
has a long history for use as a fining agent in 
winemaking.

Due to my classical education in 
alchemy, my approach to producing 

medicines is of a spagyrical* nature. Spagyric 
medicine is an herbal medicine produced 
by alchemical procedures. These procedures 
involve fermentation, distillation, and 
extraction of mineral components from the 
ash of the plant. This means that you make, 
for example, an alcoholic extraction, with 
the volume of the alcohol not exceeding 
70 %,  to make sure to dissolve the water-
soluble components as well. The residues 
of this process, when collected after the 
alcoholic tincture is filtered, are burned to 
white ash. This ash will also be dissolved 
in water, filtered and the water containing 
the water-soluble mineral nutrients and 
micronutrients are mixed together with the 
alcoholic tincture.

There are many solvents that can be used 
for apitherapy or in this case spagyrical* 
medicine. The bees are  dissolved either in 
alcohol, in water (like a tea), in oil, in honey 
or in vinegar. The right vinegar here would 
be honey vinegar made from mead. You also 
can mix the podmor with water and honey, 
add yeast and make a kind of mead. You 
then either consume the mead or distil it and 
process the residues, as mentioned above, i.e. 
after burned to ash. 

Perhaps the most common form of 
application in Russia is as a tincture (alcohol 
extract). For this purpose a glass of vodka 
takes one or two tablespoons of dried 
ground bees. To grind the bees it is possible 
to use a mortar and pestle, the raw material 
then being passed through a sieve. I also 
use a cheap electric spice and coffee grinder 
with stainless steel blades. The ground bees 
and alcohol are put in a jar which is left in 
a dark cupboard - I leave a jar or a bottle 
for three weeks. During the first week the 
mixture is shaken every day, afterwards just 
every two days. After the specified period the 
tincture is filtered through two layers of a 
dense bandage or gauze. The tincture can be 
taken three times a day; 20 drops in 100 ml 
of water. The taste is pleasant, but you can 
add a little spoonful of honey or a few drops 
of propolis infusion to the glass to enhance 
the positive effect. This dosage is suitable for 
middle-aged people. However, for elderly 
people it is recommended that they should 
drink daily as many drops as they are old 
in years, dividing the number of drops for 
two or three doses. Anyone weighing more 
than 60 kilograms should have the number 
of drops increased by 7 for every additional 
10 kg. 

After following this course of treatment 
even for two months will have a positive 
effect on a person’s health. In general it 
is recommended to repeat the course of 
the tincture several times during the year. 
Its benefits are known to improve those 
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 people who have a weak immune system, 
heart diseases, problems with brain vessels, 
epilepsy, eczema, psoriasis, myoma, ovarian 
cyst, impotence and frigidity. The elixir 
improves the mood and gradually normalizes 
weight.

In diseases of the thyroid gland, especially 
in the detection of cystic formations, the 
podmor tincture is mixed with 10% tincture 
of propolis, with treatment recommended  
for three months. The tincture can also be 
rubbed into joints before bedtime to relieve  
arthritis.

There are many other well-known ways 
to use podmor in Russia but I would rather 
leave it to a doctor to explain them. But you 
should keep in mind that you also should 
change your diet so that it is more balanced. 
Stay away from alcohol and meat when 
doing a podmor cure.

Recipes:
Purpose: Joint and muscular pain
3-4 tablespoons of ground podmor. The ground 
bees are mixed together with oil. It is best to 
use olive oil or linseed oil. Try mixing it up to 
a creamy constituency, it must not be liquid. 
After the creamy condition is reached, place 
it in a dark closed bottle and store it in the 
refrigerator at a temperature of 5-7 degrees. 
When using, the crème is heated slightly and 
applied to the respective place.

Purpose: High blood pressure, for 
good blood circulation, strengthening 
the immune system, heart and kidney 
problems.
Pour 1 glass of podmor (important on this 
occasion that the bees are not crushed) and 0.5 
litre of vodka into an enamel pot and cover with 
a lid. The pot is slightly heated for 10 minutes. 
Don’t let it boil! Once cooled, pour the whole 
contents into a dark glass and allow to stand 
for 10 to 12 days, though give the mixture a 
vigorous shake every day. When the steeping 
time is over you can consume 1 teaspoonful per 
day. You now can filter the mixture but you 
don’t have to.

Of course you should not use any of 
these medications if you suffer from a bee 
allergy! Always consult a doctor before 
you start any self-medication!

*Spagyric most commonly refers to a plant 
tincture to which has also been added the ash 
of the calcined plant. The original rationale 
behind these special herbal tinctures seems to 
have been that an extract using alcohol could 
not be expected to contain all the medicinal 
properties from a living plant, and so the 
ash or mineral component (as a result of the 
calcination process) of the calcined plant was 

prepared separately and then added back to 
‘augment’ (increase) the alcoholic tincture. 
The roots of the word therefore refer first to the 
extraction or separation process and then to the 
recombining process. These herbal tinctures are 
alleged to have superior medicinal properties 
to simple alcohol tinctures, perhaps due the 
formation of soap-like compounds from the 
essential oils and the basic salts contained 
within the ash. In theory these spagyrics can also 
optionally include material from fermentation 
of the plant material and also any aromatic 
component such as might be obtained through 
distillation. The final spagyric should be a re-
blending of all such extracts into one ‘essence.’

(Pod 1-5) The Process of Making Podmor: 

1. Setup.

2. Dead bees in a coffee grinder. 

3. The ground-up bees in the bottle.

4. The ground-up bees in self-distilled apple Brandy 
57%, which will be ready in a couple of weeks.

5. Podmor Products

Drone homogenate (drone milk)
Drone homogenate (drone milk) is 
produced by sacrificing drone larvae. This 
natural product was used in ancient times. 
In a tomb dated from the Han dynasty in 
the province Huang (China) recipes were 
found written on bamboo with a description 
of the use of drones’ milk. It is a thick 
creamy liquid, with grey-yellowish colour 
and peculiar taste. Drone homogenate is 
a precious bioactive product. It includes: 
proteins, vitamins, ferments, microelements 
(calcium, magnesium, iron and etc.) and 
is an excellent source of phytosterols. 
Phytosterols are antagonists of cholesterol 
compositions and have immune modulating 
and anti-oxidative activity. According to 
research, drone homogenate bioactive 
property is higher than the one of royal jelly. 
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  Proteins of homogenate are presented as 37 
amino acids and easily absorbed transport 
oligopeptides. Drone homogenate also 
includes 30 unsaturated fatty acids, water 
soluble (B group) and fat soluble (A, D, E) 
vitamins. Drone homogenate loses its useful 
properties easily because of environmental 
factors, so it’s necessary to take this product, 
conserve and stabilise immediately.

Drone milk is also known as “Apilarnil”. 
This product got its name, “Apilarnil”, 
from its inventor - the Romanian beekeeper 
Nicolae Iliesiu. One day, about 30 years 
ago, his neighbour reported about his - 
in contrast to earlier years - remarkably 
fast-developed duck breed. The beekeeper 
Iliesiu had given the cut out drone-combs 
to the duck chicks to pick out. After 
this observation, he has repeated the 
experiment with the result that the chicks 
that got drone larvae grew faster than the 
peer group. From this he concluded that 
the drone-lavae must be the reason for the 
good growth of the young ducks and thus 
discovered the great potential that lies in 
their use.

Wax
Wax is able to maintain its plasticity and 
anti-bacterial properties for centuries. 
Pieces of wax found in the Egyptian 
pyramids were still soft and had a 
characteristic odour. Its ability to preserve 
products is utilised in wine-production, 
as the inside of wine barrels were covered 
with wax. The ancient Egyptians used 
wax for mummification, in preference to 
more affordable Dead Sea salt, also known 
for its antibacterial properties. With its 
antibacterial properties, wax seals the cells 
of pollen so it does not become mouldy 
despite the high humidity in the nest, as 
it completely isolates the product from 
the influence of the environment. Caps 
cut from sealed honeycombs, called zabrus 
by beekeepers, differ from conventional 
wax used in the hive, as bees use a special 
substance, which includes mixed secrets of 
wax and salivary glands of bees, propolis 
and pollen and it is much better absorbed 
than regular wax. Sealed honey never 
spoils. Wax is mainly used in cosmetics and 
medicine to make salve and lotions.

Zabrus - 
Zabrus is the cut strip of the upper lids 
of sealed honeycombs. It differs from the 
rest of the wax in the hive. Studies have 
shown that zabrus is highly effective in the 
treatment of bacterial and viral diseases of 
nasopharynx and upper respiratory tract. 
Chewing zabrus is useful in many ways as it 
causes severe salivation, which increases the 

secretion and gastric motility.
Doctors recommend chewing one 

tablespoon of zabrus for 5-10 minutes, 4 
times a day. It is easily digested with a dual 
benefit for mucosa and teeth.

Zabrus, the fresh wax cappings of honeycombs, 
should be collected and bottled for a wide variety of 
health problems. 

Bee pollen - 
Bee pollen is obtained from pollen collected 
by bees during pollination. It also contains 
small amounts of bee saliva and nectar. Its 
nutrient composition can vary from region 
to region depending on the plant species 
visited. Bee pollen has been used by various 
cultures for centuries and is considered a 
superfood due to its high nutrient content. 
Nevertheless, pollen is not suitable as the 
sole source of nutrients for humans, as their 
vitamin C, D and B12 content is insufficient. 
However, pollen can contain a lot of iron. In 
1991 a group of scientists put forward their 
findings of the benefits of pollen: “Properties 
of DNA-reducing nucleases”. The gist of it is 
that special enzymes in pollen penetrate the 
cell nucleus and during the synthesis they 
restore the damaged DNA chain. As a result, 
the life of the cells is extended several times. 
Bee pollen can be used as anti-allergics, a 
remedy for degustation problems and as a 
support for strength and endurance.

Pollen in the comb and collected for drying. 

Perga - 
What beekeepers call perga, or ambrosia, 
or “bee bread” is a pollen ball packed by 
worker honeybees into pellets. Bee bread is 
field-gathered flower pollen stored in brood 
cells with honey bee saliva, sealed with a 
drop of honey. With the leaf-cutting bee, 
when the pollen ball is complete, a single 
female lays an egg on top of the pollen ball 
and seals the brood cell. It differs from plain 
field-gathered pollen as honeybee secretions 
induce a fermentation process, where 
biochemical transformations break down the 
walls of flower pollen grains and render the 
nutrients more readily available. Bee pollen 
is harvested as food for humans and ‘bee 
bread’, due to the fermentation process, is 
much more potent than unadulterated flower 
pollen. It contains proteins, amino acids 
and a balanced composition of the mixture 
of carbohydrates (glucose, fructose), plant 
analogs of sex hormones, cell growth factors, 
minerals: calcium, potassium, magnesium, 
phosphorus, vitamin E, carotene, rutin, 
microelements such as copper, iron, sulfur, 
zinc, cobalt, gold, titanium and platinum. 
It has an impact on living organisms, 
including, for example, the mechanism of 
construction of major systems of newly-
born bees. The weight of pollen-fed larvae 
increases by fifteen hundred times in three 
days! No one product in the world has such 
biological activity. There is never enough 
of this  unique product – pollen produced 
by bees is in limited quantities. It cannot 
be artificially cultivated or synthesised, so 
ambrosia is considered the most rare and 
exclusive product of the hive.

Bee bread production and harvesting using special 
combs. (Alexander Komissar, Ukraine)

Apitoxin - bee venom
It is known that some of the most long-
lived people are related to beekeeping. It is 
said that the secret to longevity lies in the 
fact that throughout life they get many 
bee stings. Bee venom is one of the most 
powerful catalysts of physiological processes. 
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 Even the minimum of its concentration has 
a significant positive impact on the human 
body. The bee uses its venom only in self-
defence in protecting the hive. By reducing 
the viscosity of the blood and reducing blood 
clots, bee venom is useful in the prevention 
of thrombotic complications of various 
locations (myocardial infarction, ischemic 
stroke, vascular thrombosis, and limb 
etc.). Apitoxin reduces the concentration 
of cholesterol in the blood, lowers blood 
pressure, prevents the development of 
arrhythmias, relieves angina, feeling of 
fatigue, low mood and insomnia. It is noted 
that because of the analgesic effect of the 
venom (50 times stronger than Novocaine), 
it can be used for various pain syndromes. It 
adjusts the work of the human nervous 
system (lumbago, sciatica, low back pain, 
cerebral palsy, Parkinson’s disease, multiple 
sclerosis, etc.), cures sores and varicose veins, 
chronic inflammation, sensorineural hearing 
loss, hyperthyroidism, psoriasis, and atopic 
dermatitis. Bee venom has an absorbing effect 
and the ability to smooth post-operative and 
burn scars. Apitherapy is used in asthma, eye 
diseases, infertility, menopause, menstrual 
irregularities, and impotence. Australian 
scientists from the Cancer Research Center 
at the Prince of Wales Hospital said that 
they could kill cancer cells using synthesized 
mellitin (the main component of bee 
venom). Current studies and investigations 
confirm that nanoparticles loaded with 
the bee venom mellitin destroy the AIDS-
causing HI viruses without damaging other 
body cells.

Bee stings are used for a wide range of health 
problems. 

Ognevka - 
Wax moth species depend for their existence 
on the wax and detritus produced in the 
nests of honey bees and bumblebees. Like 
most members of the order of Lepidoptera, 
the larvae of many species are major pests 
in agriculture. The wax moth is the only 
known species of insects whose larvae feed 
exclusively on waste products of bees and 
have an amazing ability to digest wax. Wax 
moths are common wherever there are bees, 
with the exception of the high mountains 

and areas with harsh climates. The moth 
itself as an adult insect never eats; their 
lives are only sustained by the food they 
consumed as larvae. Many viruses and 
bacteria have a protective cover, resembling 
wax by its properties, that is very resistant 
to chemical attack. Only the digestive 
enzymes of wax moth larvae i.e. lipase (an 
enzyme that catalyzes the hydrolysis of fats, 
i.e. lipids) and tserraza (which promotes 
the softening and careful removal of surface 
skin cells and stimulates the skin renovation 
process) can break down the wax into its 
simple components. Microorganisms lose 
their protection and become unprotected. 
So was Ognevka, the consumption of wax 
moths, the first remedy against tuberculosis 
before the invention of antibiotics? The 
causative agent of tuberculosis, the tubercle 
bacillus, is protected by a wax like cover and 
can be destroyed by Ognevka. Nowadays it 
is well known that long-term use of Ognevka 
in food or as cosmetics has the best effect 
on human tissues and organs, regeneration 
and restoration, and has a rejuvenating 
effect. There are amazing things Ognevka 
can help with; it dissolves cholesterol 
plaque (cholesterol is a waxy product), 
strengthens blood vessels and the heart 
muscle. People have long known about the 
healing properties of wax moth larvae. They 
were eaten in the 17th century when it was 
recommended for consumptive patients, the 
elderly and childless women. 

Interestingly, and very importantly 
regarding the environment, in 2017 
the journal Current Biology published 
an article on the ability of the larvae 
of the large wax moth to break down 
polyethylene. Polyethylene and the similar 
polypropylene are synthetic polymers made 
from fossil petroleum products and are 
not biodegradable. They are mainly used 
in the production of plastic bags which is 
giving great concern worldwide through 
their haphazard disposal and accumulation, 
especially in the sea.  The ability of the larvae 
to break down polyethylene is therefore an 
interesting approach to tackle this major 
environmental problem. The degradation 
rate, in tests, was found to be  0.23 mg cm−2 
h−1; this is significantly faster than the PE 
degradation rate of a recently discovered 
bacterium and the intestinal flora of the dry 
fruit moth (Plodia interpunctella), which also 
has the ability to degrade PE.

Also of use in apitherapy is the Excrement 
of Wax Moth Larvae, in Russia called “ 

         
   ” in short PZHVM. The effect of 
the PZHVM tincture is more pronounced in 
comparison to the tincture of the wax moth 
larvae, the result being already noticeable 

in the first days (and often also hours) of it 
being administered. This is due to the fact 
that the tincture of PZHVM provides a lot 
of energy. PZHVM are collected when the 
wax moth larvae have eaten all the wax and 
it has already been digested several times by 
them (5-7 months). This ensures maximum 
saturation of the starting product with active 
ingredients and enzymes. Considering that 
the most active components of the wax 
moth larvae extract are its digestive enzymes, 
it can be safely said that the concentration of 
these enzymes in the wax moth excrements 
significantly exceeds the concentration 
of similar substances in which the larvae 
themselves have been processed.

Wax moth larvae and their detritus are valuable 
products for human health. 

As we can see, we have lost a lot of 
knowledge in our culture due to useless 
wars, refuge, suppression, borders and the 
pressure of modern healthcare companies. 
It is time to remember the old knowledge 
and use it for ourselves rather than for it to 
be passed into the hands of pharmaceutical 
chemicals which will patent the products 
and sell them at exorbitant prices. 

Some Russian YouTube videos showing the 
process of making Podmor:
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=Gjn84d94EDk
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=YXAJnqS2CWc
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=45vy1dbFAdU
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=o7WWdkNFWfgl
  

Honey at its freshest and best - eaten straight from 
the comb.
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Cecil Tonsley (JP)

HONEY was taken by man from 
a honeybee’s nest along with 
the larvae, pollen and royal 
jelly many thousands of years 

ago and he discovered it to be both pleasant 
to eat and nourishing. Later, by anointing his 
wounds with it, he found it healed. It also 
brought relief from internal troubles. 

Over the centuries honey became more 
and more important to the people of the day 
until it was an accepted part of the ancient 
pharmacopoeia and among many races the 
honey bee itself an object of veneration along 
with the products of its nest. Both the Bible 
and Koran relate its goodness. 

Its use in pharmacy fell into partial 
obscurity in the Western world with the 
advent of more sophisticated products of the 
laboratory but it has emerged once more in 
the 20th century as research has unearthed 
its possibilities and gleaned the uses made of 
it not only by the ancients but many of our 
forebears. 

Strong advocates of its use as a food and 
medicament were the ancient Egyptians and 
Greeks, of course, and during the height 
of the Roman Empire honey was a main 
ingredient of worship and feasting. Among 
the peoples of the Far East honey is still 
considered of great importance. 

It was a great source of wonder to the 
early Egyptologists who first discovered the 
tombs of the Pharaohs that the mummies 
that were recovered from the tombs were 
found to be in such a fine state of preservation 
after such a long time, even though part of it 
could be put down to the fact that the tombs 
were well sealed and the movement of air 

thus minimal. The secret of the preservation 
seems to have been in the method employed 
to embalm the dead person before burial. 
It is now known that the Egyptians used 
both honey and beeswax in the embalming 
procedure, which leads me on to the ancient 
Greeks, and I imagine other races in that part 
of the European area. 

Beekeeping flourished as an industry 
in Greece and certainly between the years 
400-250 BC there were such people as the 
melitopoles, honey merchants and keropoles, 
wax merchants. 

Honey was sometimes used for preserving 
bodies, particularly if the people concerned 
were important and had died a long way 
from home. Alexander the Great was treated 
in this way and also the Spartan king, 
Agesipolis. Democritos, the philosopher and 
over of honey, was buried in honey when 
he died. In Burma the bodies of important 
men were placed in honey for a year while 
preparations for the funeral took place, the 
honey afterwards being sold! 

Alexander the Great (Wikipedia)

In modern society it is possible to list 
a number of things for which honey is a 
most satisfactory healer. Cuts, bruising and 
difficult wounds respond quickly to the use 
of honey as a salve. And one can cite the 
late Michael Bulman, a very well known 
gynaecological surgeon attached to the 
Norwich and Norfolk Hospital, who used 
honey as a surgical dressing for the post-
operative treatment of all his patients because 
he distrusted the side effects of antibiotics, 
and he relates that his treatment was far 
better than any other. 

Many cases have been recorded of the 
effective use of honey for scalds and burns, 
and in one horrendous case where a steam 
boiler burst scalding the victim from head 
to foot, his wife wrapped him in a coating 

of honey until the next day when a doctor 
was able to examine him and pronounce the 
treatment as absolutely miraculous. 

It is only a few years ago that a past 
secretary of the Hertfordshire BKA, while 
entertaining guests, tripped over a pot of 
boiling coffee, scalding her thigh. Not 
wishing to cause any embarrassment among 
her friends she covered the scald with honey, 
wrapped towelling around the injury and was 
able to carry on as though nothing untoward 
had happened. It was not until she was 
undressing for bed that she remembered her 
injury. Unwrapping the towel she discovered, 
to her utter astonishment, no blistering and 
only a pink marking of the skin to indicate 
that she had been badly scalded. 

In the days when smallpox was a very 
dangerous disease,  often leaving its victim 
in an unsightly condition, the Chinese 
used honey to relieve pain and prevent the 
pock marks which caused the unsightliness. 
To a lesser degree chickenpox may often 
leave pits where the scabs of the disease are 
knocked off or otherwise removed. Besides 
in older people the disease is both painful 
and debilitating. However, I have a record 
of a lady beekeeper who while extracting her 
honey contracted chickenpox. Remembering 
reading about the Chinese cure for smallpox 
she covered her body with honey and was 
cured after three days. 

Although duodenal ulcers are often 
treated satisfactorily with drugs it is often 
the subject of surgery. However, over many 
years there have been a few doctors who have 
treated the problem with honey. One such 
person was a Doctor Oldfield, who claimed 
many successes where his patients had 
used honey as the main ingredient of their 
treatment. 

One could go on recounting ways in 
which honey can and is used but I will be 
content to relate just one more. During 
the building of the Panama Canal a Dr 
W Aughinbough tells how he witnessed a 
disarticulation if a hip by a native Indian 
surgeon during which time the man smoked 
the whole time, and after suturing the 
stump took handfuls of honey from a pail 
to smear over the wound and then covered 
it with gauze. The doctor recorded that this 
and other similar operations were always 
excellent. 

Some Other Uses for Honey
Cecil Tonsley, Editor, B.B.J. 
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I TRUDGE up the hill next to my 
house, hoping to find bees today. My 
dog Jack plods along with me, stopping 
occasionally to sniff things out. Clover 

covers this hill from bottom to top;  a 
blanket of green heart-shaped leaves dotted 

with purple flowers. Drops of morning dew 
fall on my shoeless feet as I walk across the 
meadow. They feel cold on my skin. Near 
the top of the hill I find a good spot. I lay my 
towel down and sit amongst the flowers. I’m 
here to do my homework.

I’m a student at Brockwood Park School, 
an international, alternative boarding school 
in the United Kingdom. One of my favourite 
classes is called Global Issues. In this class, 
we investigate our relationship with nature 
through direct experiences. And it was my 
homework for this class that has led me to 
walk up this hill. “Spend time with bees”, my 
teachers said, “and see where it takes you”. 
When I tried to explain this to my parents, 
they responded with an expression very 
similar to the one that appears on their faces 
when they look at an abstract piece of art. 

A combination of confusion and wanting to 
look like they very much understand.

I wasn’t any wiser on the matter. How 
was I to spend time with bees? I can’t exactly 
invite them over for tea. So here I sit, waiting. 

In my head I’m already making plans, 
trying to make sense of and give direction 
to the events that I haven’t experienced yet. 
This, I realise a bit later, doesn’t make a lot 
of sense. The anticipation of my observation 
limits my experience. I have to let go of my 
expectations before I can start to see.   

Shortly afterwards, warm, buzzing 
sounds announce the imminent arrival of 
bees, along with my excitement. I acquaint 
myself with their presence and start to 
notice. As I watch the bees bumble about, 
I recognise confidence. The bees fly with 
purpose and direction, from flower to 

Learning With Bees
Hattie Greenwood 
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  flower, up and away. “They seem to know 
their way around”, I write in the notebook 
I brought with me. I get lost very easily, and 
I am baffled by their lack of hesitation. I 
wonder if it has anything to do with smell. 
Or some sort of ingrained genetic collective 
knowledge of where’s good to go. 

There. I’d just spent a little time with 
bees and rather unexpectedly came back 
with something that would take me on quite 
a wonderful adventure. 

The openness of my assignment was 
quite overwhelming, at first. I had so much 
space to explore but didn’t know where to go. 
Before Brockwood, my education was pretty 
straightforward: a linear system of absorbing 
knowledge, classes functioning factory-like. 
Everybody seemed to know what had to be 
known; I made sure I knew.  Looking back, 
I’m not sure if I really learned something.  

But breaking away from structure to a 
more fluid and adaptable way of learning is 

a challenge. To find out things on my own, 
without a clear goal and strict supervision, 
was pretty scary, in the beginning. But that 
changed. “Spending time with bees and 
seeing where it would take me”,  became an 
active dance of inquiry, knowledge, research 
and action in which questions became part 
of what I was learning; questions that shifted 
and changed shape as I was learning.   

How do bees navigate, was what I 
wanted to know after I came down from the 
hill. At home, I looked into waggle dances 
and polarised light. Angles, distance and 
direction. I fell into a research rabbit hole, 
but got myself out when I realised I had to 
focus. What am I explaining, I asked myself. 
What are the basic factors to understand? 
What do I include? How do I break it down? 
I know I understand things better when the 
information is visual. And then, suddenly, 
I knew what to do: I’d create a comic that 
explains it all, the comic you’ll see on the 

next pages. While working on this comic, the 
questions I needed to patch up the missing 
pieces came when I needed them - and not 
when a teacher formulated them for me. 

In this project, I could combine biology, 
maths and art, which was fascinating. I was 
also pretty happy that other people can 
use what I have made to learn about bee 
navigation too. And the fact that I got so 
much freedom allowed me to make mistakes, 
walk twisting routes, while I eventually came 
to a place where it became clear. A place I 
reached myself. 

Moreover, after that day on the hill, I 
started to see bees around me. They would 
buzz around my garden, or appear on flowers 
when I’d go for a walk with my dog. The 
bees would have probably been there before, 
but now I noticed them. Through spending 
time with bees, I had become more aware of 
their presence. Awareness, I also realised, is 
very much related to care.  

Honeybee foraging on male carob tree for pollen.
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Wildlife Photography 
Jo Bird

A love of the countryside
Enjoying the beautiful, natural world around 
me is a large part of my life. Photography 
and being at one with nature brings such 
a sense of joy and appreciation to me. It 
also makes me feel calm and takes away the 
stresses and strains of life.

I was lucky enough in that I grew up in 
a rural, Lincolnshire village surrounded by 
beautiful countryside. I loved spending my 
time outdoors climbing trees, tadpoling, 
fishing and nestling under hedges watching 
the Brown Hares, Deer and of course, the 
birds.

I especially became interested in 
watching the different species of birds, 
identifying various features and  their 
patterns of behaviour. I made notes and 
sketches in a little pocket book (which 
disappeared somewhere unfortunately).

My parents created a beautiful garden for 
us all. It backed onto an apple orchard and 
was a haven for birds and wildlife. Brimming 
with fruit trees, shrubs, grasses, flowers, 
herbs and vegetables, it was so natural and 
free. My parents bought me a book when 
I was eight years old titled ‘Animals of the 
World.’ I spent hours sitting  reading this in 
the garden and looking at the pictures (I do 
still have this book).

It was also where I learnt to draw and 
paint. I developed a passion for creative 
art and experimented with different media 
to include; watercolour, pastels, pen, inks, 
collage and clay. Much to my mother’s 
dismay (herself a superb artist) I decided not 
to go to Art College.

Education and Career
I qualified in London as a Dietician, 
gaining employment at The British Diabetic 
Association. Several years later, I returned to 
Lincolnshire and took a temporary teaching 
post in a local Grammar School teaching A 
level Food and Nutrition (in the Design and 
Technology Department).

It wasn’t long at all before I found myself 
teaching in the more creative, design areas 
of the this department and that of a second 
school down the line. I was responsible for 
delivering areas of graphics, illustration, 
photography, art and textile design.

I set up a photography dark room in the 

store cupboard. This was extremely popular 
with the pupils. It was possible to let pupils 
borrow the cameras for the weekend. They 
would then bring their film back to the 
darkroom and develop their images as part 
of their GCSE assignments. This was so 
much fun. Sometimes we took trips into 
the local countryside and villages to make 
pictures.

Nature was often my starting point 
for pupil, projects and assignments. 
Photographs made excellent visual aids to 
stimulate interest and engagement with the 
pupils. I always wanted to inspire youngsters 
to be more involved and knowledgeable and 
care for the world around them.

I married around this time and had two 
children Helena and Luke and shortly after 
this bought some derelict farm buildings 
to include an old granary and a barn. For 
twenty four years it became our family 
home and countryside paradise.We steadily 
renovated and rebuilt as we enjoyed the 
countryside, created a beautiful garden and 
raised our family.

My brood fledged years ago  (although 
regularly return with their own brood) 
I am now self-employed  and I let my 
accommodation to make a livelihood.

Retirement brings new opportunities
It wasn’t until I retired  early from teaching 
six years ago that I made the decision to 
buy a DSLR camera and devote some time 
to learning the art of digital photography. 
I have been on a sharp learning curve ever 
since. I began reading up on the capability 
aspects of my new camera and things like 
composition techniques and lighting.

There seemed to be so much to learn 
relating to the many spheres of photography 
and subjects. It was pretty mind blowing. In 
the end I decided to just get out there and 
photograph anything and everything.

I dabbled with portraiture, street 
photography, photo journalism, 
architecture, landscapes, seascapes, sunrises, 
sunsets, macro, flora, fauna, insects, birds 
and wildlife.

The natural, ‘go to’ area for me, however, 
was bird and wildlife photography. This was 
largely due to the abundance of species in my 
local surroundings. In terms of the amount 

of time it has taken me to achieve a portfolio 
is impossible for me to estimate or measure.

I do know, however, that I have devoted 
a huge amount of time for example; waiting 
in situ for wildlife opportunities to come 
along, studying fieldcraft in relation to a 
particular species, learning about different 
species, learning the functionality of my 
camera(s), lenses, lighting techniques, 
ambience, mood, composition, aesthetics, 
focus, framing and editing.

Lighting is a huge consideration in my 
photography and needs to be conducive, for 
a certain, magical shot.

I need my photographs to have aesthetic 
appeal with the bird or subject well 
positioned in the frame if I can, so that it is 
pleasing to the eye. Better still, if I try really, 
hard I might get lucky and manage to snap 
a striking pose. 

I do always endeavour to take the best 
photograph I possibly can at the time, and so 
reduce the need for editing post shoot (apart 
from a little cropping). How to capture the 
ultimate beauty of whichever species has 
become an addiction to me.

Photographing birds is an enjoyable 
challenge, but with all the best planning and 
patience a full day can pass by with little to 
show for it (in terms of a good photograph 
I mean).

Knowing which birds are where, is 
paramount. Photographers and birding 
enthusiasts can now share photographs, 
birding experiences, useful tips, knowledge 
and sightings (on many social media 
platforms). This is so helpful and informative 
as if the sighting is local it may be possible to 
be on site within minutes.

An example of this was in January this 
year, when there was a flurry of activity on 
social media describing the arrival of twenty 
Waxwings descending upon the Rowan trees 
in the local, Aldi car park. Fantastic!

I often make bird sightings when walking 
out with my dog and camera. As dogs and 
bird watching are not the ideal combination 
I return later alone, and wearing  green/
brown, quiet clothing, quiet boots and a 
head covering.

 I really enjoy learning new field skills. 
Sharpening my observation skills has helped 
me overcome several photography challenges. 
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Obviously knowledge is paramount and 
then I try to adjust my behaviour sensitively 
and accordingly.

I’m often looking out for footprints, 
mammal tracks, feathers, droppings, calls 
and many other signs. I try to move slowly 
and smoothly at all times staying as low to 
the ground as I possibly can.

I have a fascination for Brown Hares, and 
so far they have been my biggest, continuing, 
photographic challenge. I am trying to 
improve my Hare hide, which is essentially 
a camping chair with arm rests. It is covered 
in camouflage fabric with two peep holes. It 
needs to be lower to the ground so that I can 
watch the Hares up close whilst they feed 
on the barley stalks. My great challenge is to 
photograph Hares in close proximity as they 
box with each other.’

I find that hides are a great way to 
photograph birds and wildlife. My car is like 
a mobile hide where I can, for example, just 
stop and shoot on a quiet, country lane.

My Kit
2 cameras set up with lenses
camouflage fabric
beanbags
monopod, guerilla pod, tripod
100-400mm lens
600mm fixed lens
wide angle lens
portrait lens
1.5 and 2x converters
bottle of water

Travelling
I enjoy travel and since retiring from 
teaching I have taken every opportunity to 
visit different areas of the UK and to travel 
abroad.

There have been many species of birds 
which I have had the absolute pleasure of 
observing and photographing. Birds which 
include special note for me in respect of this 
are: Owls, Kingfishers, Kestrels, Falcons, 
Hawks, Cuckoo and Woodpeckers.  My 
favourite bird to observe and photograph so 
far is the Puffin. 

I visit the Farne Islands at the end of 
June each year to spend time on Staple 
Island. The adult Puffins fly far out to sea to 
fish and return with beaks full of Sand Eels 
for the Pufflings who are waiting patiently in 
their burrows. Flying like bullets, the Puffins 
return to the burrows at lightning speed, 
and drop their yellow feet which look like 
landing brakes.

Hovering over the burrow nests to steal 
the hard won Sand Eels are hundreds of 
screeching Artic Terns. The adult Puffins 
drop to the ground and run to their burrows 
as fast as their bumbling legs with paddled 

feet can carry them. Determined,  brave and 
comical. I can sit and watch them all day 
long. 

I  consider that one of my best bird 
portrait photographs was taken on Staple 
Island. 

In 2018, I made visits to The Gambia in 
March and November travelling Upcountry 

with Lamin Camara, (local bird and wildlife 
guide). The entire region is fascinating and 
shelters a wide variety of birds and wildlife. 
The main habitats largely are grassland, 
wetland, forest, woodland, and cultivated 
parkland.

Travelling from the south up to 
Georgetown we stayed at a variety of Eco 

Puffin with Sand Eels

My favourite UK photograph is of a Grey  Heron night fishing with a genuine reflection.
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lodges and African accommodation. The 
people were so friendly and generous, the 
music superb and the clothes vibrant and 
beautiful. I made many friends along the 
way.

We travelled on small, wooden boats 
along the River Gambia watching and taking 
photographs of the birds sheltering in the 
mangroves; Pygmy kingfisher, Hooded 
vultures, Pelicans and Crowned Eagle.

We visited watering holes where we 
could hide and watch the birds visit for a 
drink. In one afternoon here I observed 
and photographed four species of kingfisher 
namely; Giant Kingfisher, Malachite 
kingfisher, Pied kingfisher and the Blue-
bellied kingfisher.Other birds here included; 
Beautiful sunbirds, African jacana, Golden 
Oriole, White crowned robin chat, Glossy 
starlings, Abyssinian rollers, Senegal Parrot, 
Long-tailed glossy Starlings, Western plantain 
eater and Red cheeked Cordon-bleu.

Apart from the fantastic number of 
different birds I observed and photographed 
we were lucky enough to see a huge crocodile 
basking on the river side, lots of monkeys, an 
angry, extended a family of Baboons and a 
Chameleon which crossed a main road we 
were travelling upon.

On roaming the countryside we also 
observed Owls, Sacred Ibis, Black Stork, 
Senegal thick-knee, Cattle Egret, African-
grey Hornbill, Black Kites, Village Weaver, 
Red-billed Fire-finch, Bearded Barbet, Long 
tailed Nightjar, Red-throated Bee eater, 
Long-tailed Bee-eater and the Little Bee-
eater. Lots of photo opportunities there and 
truly a fantastic experience all round.

In 2019 I visited  the Hortobogy in 
Hungary staying  at an Eco lodge on the edge 
of the Hortobogy National Park overlooking 
a beautiful landscape.It is considered one of 
the top nature reserves in Europe. Essentially 
it is a bird sanctuary with over 300 species. 
The shallow waters of the soda lakes provide 
a variety of habitats.

I was so happy to photograph: Red-
footed Falcon, Kestrel, Hoopoe, Rollers, 
Ural Owl, Little Owl, and White Egret. 

Another regular trip I make is to stay at 
my brother’s house on the edge of Crystal 
River, in Florida. This is the home of the 
endangered Manatee which  take refuge in 
the warm, clear springs.

I spend many happy days on the rivers, 
springs and into the Gulf of Mexico. My 
brother and I  travel in his silent-engined 
wooden canoe. Ian on the helm and me on 
the camera. Sometimes he fishes but soon 
gets distracted with me needing him to 
navigate  in and out of the mangroves.

Huge Pelicans crash into the water 
for fish. Dolphins chase the boat and play 

Pelican

Chameleon
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close by. It really is amazing. Sea Eagles and 
Bald Eagles are closely watching us from 
the trees. The Ospreys nest up on high and 
the Anhinga, Pelicans and Cormorants sun 
themselves on the river posts close to the 
oyster beds. There are many species and 
many distinct plumages and races. 

Bald Eagle

In January each year when possible, I travel 
to the Rocky mountains in Colorado to 
ski with a group of  friends from Crystal 
River(-of course I take a camera in my 
back pack). At the top of one ski run set in 
beautiful snow covered trees I spotted the  
most beautiful little Chickadee and a Grey 
Jay which ate some nuts from my friend’s 
outstretched hand.

The Greek island of Lesbos in the Aegean 
sea is a favourite destination of mine. It is 
covered in flowery fields and olive groves, 
shady woodlands and huge forests.

The diverse habitats attract a huge variety 
of species. Birding in the coastal marshes 
and wetlands is fantastic. The main eastern 
migration flyway follows the Turkish coast 
and passes right over Lesbos.

In spring and autumn, the breeding birds 
swells with the arrival of migratory birds. 

My photography travel bucket list seems 
to be getting longer. As soon as I tick off one 
destination from my list I replace it with 
three more. 

Bumblebees
For the Bumblebee macro images I used a 
Sony A7  IV  (12mp which enables me to 
crop the pictures without losing quality).

I used a Sony 90mm macro lens which 
allowed me to get a close up. In addition to 
this I used a flash with a diffuser on it. The 
photographs were taken in my garden so I 
had plenty of time to observe the bees and 
make a plan.

The bumblebees were gathering pollen 
from fuchsias which were quite long in 
structure and quite tubular. The bees were 
spending several seconds within the flower 
and were out of sight. This gave me the 

Above and below: Bumblebees.
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opportunity to quickly make a manual focus 
on the bottom of the fuchsia of which the 
bee would back out (as I lay on my back 
on the path looking up and holding the 
camera very still). I selected an F stop 10-14 
to provide more depth and detail. The light 
was excellent so I could keep the ISO down 
around 200 and minimise any grain. Shutter 
speed obviously was not an issue as I was 
freezing  motion with the diffused flash.

The bees were happy and continued with 
their business as though I were not there.

Over the last few years myself and photography 
partner, Bob Riach, have made several 
exhibitions of work to include; 2021 Art 
gallery, St. James hospital in Leeds (cancer 
patient wards). Lincoln library, Cleethorpes 
Visitors Centre and Grimsby Heritage Centre. 
Our images have been used by the national 
media to include  the BBC, ITV, Channel 4, 
The Guardian, The Times and several other 
regional newspapers and publications.

I had a photograph short listed for the 
Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2020 
competition. (photograph of Chameleon 
taken in The Gambia). (photograph 39).The 
winning images were exhibited at the Natural 
History Museum in London. I was very, proud 
to have been shortlisted.

 
The Amateur Photographer, Coach Magazine, 
BBC Wildlife, Wild Planet Magazine have 
also incorporated some of our images within 
their publications.

For more details of photographic work 

and holiday lets: 
The Old Granary  
accommodation Scotterthorpe Lincolnshire,  
England DN21 3JL. See the video  
https://youtu.be/NoZozRQnDek 

The Stables Cottage  
Scotterthorpe Lincolnshire, England  
DN21 3JL accommodation details can be 
found on airbnb and booking.com
Contact: Jo Bird:   
joannebird333@gmail.com

Birds as Predators of Bees and other Insects

Blue Tit

Great Tit Great Spotted Woodpecker

Jo Bird
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Woodpecker and Pheasant Swallow

Sun Bird

Red throated Bee Eater 

HoopoeRed Shrike 

Red throated Bee Eater
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INSECTIVOROUS BIRDS
Many birds include insects in their diet, 
but usually their  choices are catholic, thus 
eating enormous amounts of pest species as 
well as those which are beneficial. 
Blue Tits and Great Tits
These birds are probably the most common 
and widespread of birds associated with 
bees. Often called titmouse, from the Old 
English  mase, which means small. They 
lure bees out of the hive by tapping at the 
entrance, especially in winter. Manley says 
the do a good job of eating dead bees found 
on the ground in front of hives. 
Woodpeckers
Both the green and greater woodpeckers  are 
pests of honeybees, they are likely to cause 
the most trouble in winter when the frozen 
ground prevents them from accessing their 
main food, ants. With their very stout 
beaks they can soon make holes in hives, 
cleverly using the weakest part where the 
hand holds are located or near the entrance. 
The green woodpecker can then with its 
20 cm, sticky, barbed tongue gather large 
amounts of bees. However, the birds can be 
prevented from attacking hives if a cylinder 
of one inch wire netting encloses the hive. 
I have also found that a skirt made from 
fertiliser bags fixed loosely to all sides of the 
hive also works.

Swallows
Swallows, swifts and martins do catch bees 
as they squatter the sky, it is more easy to 
observe this during thundery weather when 
low clouds make the birds feed much nearer 
the ground. 
Bee eaters
Are found in many parts of the world and a 
particular species range may be considerable 
when they are migratory in habit. Normally, 
the birds roost near an apiary and swoop 
down to catch their, returning then to 
the perch to consume them having de-
venomised their prey. This they do by  
alternately hammering away at the bee’s 
head and rubbing away at the sting on the 
branch. Bee eaters can cause major losses in 
queen rearing apiaries, the only solution is 
to move the apiary to a different location or 
employ methods of frightening them away. 
Sun Birds
These fascinating birds have long, curved 
beaks which allow them to feed on nectar 
and to catch insects including bees for their 
young. They are particularly suited for 
pollinating plants which have long tubular 
flowers, especially aloes, proteas,  coral 
trees, and bird of paradise flowers.  They 
are believed to responsible for enriching 
the high flora diversity of southern parts of 
Africa.

Hoopoe
I sometimes see these beautiful birds 
skulking about my apiary, especially in 
spring. However,  they are so uncommon, 
their depredations can hardly be of any great 
importance.
Shrikes
Shrikes also find suitable perches near 
apiaries and swoop down to catch their prey 
using their strong claws.  Normally, bees 
are consumed at once, but larger prey are 
impaled on thorns which will kill them and 
act as a store for the bird - 
hence its local name in many parts of 
England as Butcher Bird.
European Roller
A summer visitor, this is the only species of 
the roller family found in Europe. It feeds 
on a huge variety of insects. It tends to feed 
mainly on beetles though feeds its young on 
grasshoppers and crickets. 
Fly Catchers
This bird is not illustrated here, though it is 
a common visitor to my apiary. It is easily 
identified by its behaviour - it perches one 
a branch and every so often flies upwards of 
about a meter or so, hovers, picking insects 
out of the air. 

All photos copyright Jo Bird.

Roller Bird
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  Swarm Control 
Richard Ball
Northern Bee Books, 
2020
ISBN:  
978-1-912271-59-7
Paperback, 38 pages,  
Illus. in colour

When we start our beekeeping we are 
almost frightened to learn that the colony 
we paid so much for could easily be lost 
through swarming, any hopes of getting 
honey being nil, so it is essential to stop 
this from happening. Books on why bees 
swarm and possible methods of preventing 
swarming are common but sometimes 
confusing. However, this excellent little 
book by Richard Ball will help beginners 
to understandthe processes that lead to this 
natural event in the colony’s life cycle and 
learn that with new queens and plentiful 
space in the hive, the impulse for swarming 
may not occur. 

Should conditions suggest that swarming 
is likely (the behaviour of the bees or the 
finding of queen cells), Richard Ball gives 
good summaries of the main tried and tested 
methods -ie Demaree, Pagden, Heddon, 
and Snelgrove and their various adaptions, 
showing how some of these systems can help 
in reducing the varroa load in a colony.

As it is usually necessary to find the 
queen, but often difficult, advice is given 
how this can be achieved and, once found, 
how she can be marked. 

Very useful, clear instructions backed up 
with good explanatory diagrams. 

Honey Bee Drones: 
Specialists in the Field 
Graham Kingham 
Northern Bee Books,  
2020 
ISBN:  
978-1-912271-52-8
Paperback, 80 pages

Illustrated with excellent, informative 
colour plates and drawingsThis is the 
first monograph I have seen on drones 
and is a good one with plenty of detailed 
illustrations much complementing the text. 
The main topics covered are anatomy, the 
production of drones, drone congregation 
areas, reproduction and genetics -including 
the meanings of the terms haploid and 
diploid, homozygous and heterozygous, and 
genotype and phenotype, difficult for the 
non-scientist. The chapter on drone-related 
problems within the hive refers much to 
varroa, but other negative things like the 
reasons for scattered brood patterns, drone 
infertility and the drifting of drones to other 
colonies.

There are two new pieces of information 
which I was pleased to 

learn; 1.The effect of the seminal fluid 
of drones on the vision of the queen.2.The 
effect that traces of pesticides in the wax cells 
during the drone’s development can have on 
its sperm when it reaches maturity.
The book ends with a very useful glossary 
and reference section.  

Making and Selling 
Cosmetics 
Honeycomb Cleansing 
Cream 
Dr Sara Robb 
Northern Bee Books, 
2020
Paperback, 30 Pages

Illustrated in colourSmall in size, but huge 
in content, this practical book will tell 
you everything you need to know about 
making your first batch of Cleansing Cream. 
At the beginning it gets to the very hub, 
explaining how cosmetics can be made, as 
wax (oils) and water do not readily mix so 
need an emulsifier. Included is a table of the 
ingredients of a cosmetic and their purpose, 
followed by a recipe for cleansing cream, 
then step.by-step details of the formulation. 
Dr Sarah Robb describes the three legal 
hurdles the cosmetic has to overcome, once 
made and packed, before it can be marketed, 
and the importance of correct labelling of all 
its ingredients.

Certainly a useful activity for beekeepers 
with plenty of wax at their disposal when 
lockdown gives more time. 

A Book of Honey 
Eva Crane
Northern Bee Books,  
21 Jan. 2019
ISBN: 
978-0860982883
Paperback, 698 pages
Illustrated

Illustrated throughout with plates, charts, 
diagrams and tablesAt last this classic, 
scholarly work on honey by the renowned 
beekeeping scientist, Eva Crane, has been 
republished in exactly the same form as it 
was in 1975, a co-operative effort by IBRA 
and Northern Bee Books. The huge tome 
covers everything which was known about 
honey at that time and, despite some new 
research, its groundbreaking work and huge 
content will ensure it a significant place in a 
beekeeper’s reference library.

Contents include worldwide nectar 
sources and their use by bees; honey 
production on a global scale; the 
composition, characteristics and biological 
properties of honey; the processing and 

production of honey invarious forms; 
quality control and legislation; world trade; 
uses of honey, including its fermentation; 
honey from other bees; and finally a chapter 
on its history.

Giving easy access to the huge amount of 
information, as well as for further reference, 
over a hundred pages of bibliography and 
types of indices make up the last part of the 
book.

Bee Hive to Beekeeper
Andrew Gibbs and Ann 
Harman
Bee Craft
ISBN 780900147203
Paperback, 176 pages 
Illus Col and B&W 
plates

A worthy sequel to Bee Space and Bee 
Hive published earlier this year and, as its 
forerunner, it is intended for beekeepers 
covering the four sections of the appendix 
to the syllabus for Module 8 of the BBKA 
examinations. 

The first section describes what has been 
referred to as the second most significant and 
positive event in the history of beekeeping 
-ie the importation of bees into the UK 
(debatable!); Italians in 1859, Carniolans 
in 1870 and Cyprians in 1887. Whilst 
the characteristics of each type of bee are 
described, no reason is suggested for their 
importation, but using frame hives would 
made it easier to do than with skeps. Reading 
books of that time shows that colour seems 
to be a big attraction -maybe the queens were 
easier to spot -though Italianising a colony 
was no mean feat and even if done by experts 
success was not guaranteed. The back issues 
of the BBJ make interesting reading on the 
subject.

Next comes the founding of organisations, 
journals and important businesses, followed 
by personalities, but one is led to wonder 
why some feature prominently in the book, 
whilst others are notably absent. However, 
choices are always difficult when space is 
limited. Still, it was interesting to read the 
short pen-portraits of those chosen, and the 
book should be praised for the quality of 
the illustrations and photos acquired from 
various archives. 

Bees and Their Keepers 
Lotte Moller
Trans by Frank Perry
Maclehose Press
ISBN: 9781529405262
Hardback, 225 pages
Illus Col and  
B&W plates

Ideas for Christmas - something for everyone! 
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 A treasure of a book, just right for any 
beekeeper’s Christmas stocking. A perfect 
combination of the author’s own experience 
with her bees and many beekeepers she has 
met, in Sweden and elsewhere, including 
Brother Adam, and her selection of items 
from history, art, music, myth, legend and 
tales, all of which reveal the rich tapestry of 
world-wide culture surrounding apiculture.

Three main sections -an introduction 
which explains how beekeeping became part 
of Lotte’s life; the larger section divided into 
twelve parts relating to beekeeping during 
the calendar year; lastly, an important part 
that looks to the future and deals with issues 
such as the isolating of islands as special bee 
reserves, and the sustainable, ‘bee friendly’ 
trend amongst beekeepers.

It is a book worth savouring, -read each 
one of the monthly sections as appropriate, 
then you always have something to look 
forward to. I am pleased to see that for 
January there is much material on beekeeping 
pests, particularly blue tits, which fits in well 
with our feature on Wildlife Photography in 
this issue.

The illustrations need a mention: a good 
mixture of strong colours, B&W and sepia 
(bringing the past to life) and numerous 
line drawings and etchings.A work of art 
both visually and in written content, my 
recommendation for any beekeeper. 

Interviews with 
Beekeepers
Steve Donohue
ZunTold 2020
ISBN: 9781916204256
Paperback, 358 pages
Colour plates

Extremely good value, this is really eight books 
in one. The author has carefully chosen some 
notable, and very experienced beekeepers with 
a commercial background from around the 
world to quiz them on their beekeeping and 
how their knowledge, derived from various 
sources, has enabled them to make a success of 
their business. The information provided will 
be of great help to commercial beekeepers and 
those who hope to increase their stocks to a 
higher level.
Thus we have contributions from: Murray 
McGregor (Scotland) with 3500 colonies of 
bees who works mainly for bulk heather honey, 
and who together with his assistant Jolanata 
Modliszewska produces hundreds of queen 
bees each year. Michael Palmer, (Vermont, 
USA) who has plenty to say about turning 
commercial, natural beekeeping, sustainable 
beekeeping ,beekeeping in cities, problems, 
includingneonicotinoids and package bees, 
and more. Ray Olivarez, (California) describes 
the way in which his business developed 

and the challenges involved in going 
commercial, including choosing apiary sites, 
and producing queens which perform well. 
He speaks about the importance of having 
good mentors and helping hobby beekeepers 
plus the controversies which exist such as bee 
imports, environmental concerns and even 
Brexit! Peter Little (Exmoor, UK) -has the 
good fortune to have his large family working 
with hime As well as selling bulk honey his 
main interest is in producing queen bees 
for which he has produced ‘quad boxes’ for 
overwintering. Peter is an excellent craftsmen 
who is able to produce the finest equipment, 
from insemination apparatus to huge honey 
driers as well as all his hives which are made 
from Western Red Cedar. Peter Bray (New 
Zealand) was a fourth generation beekeeper 
whose family have had up to 6000 hives 
on occasions. However, despite the family’s 
business, Airborne Honey, being the oldest 
in NZ, he himself is no longer a beekeeper, 
having moved to working in the field of honey 
analysis. He describes in detail many aspects of 
beekeeping in NZ, especially the fluctuating 
state of the market, and wonders whether it 
is good to enter the industry today -one of 
the problems being adulterated honey. His 
remarks on manuka honey are most surprising! 
Richard Noel (Brittany) is on the point of 
deciding whether he must go full time into 
beekeeping -whilst honey wouldn’t give him 
enough income, he believes he will survive if 
he produces plenty of nucs. A great believer 
in trapping swarms, he has strong opinions 
on issues such as the increasing interest in 
‘natural’ beekeeping and people’s reactions to 
his views on the importation of bees. Randy 
Oliver (California) is known world-wide due 
to his writing over the years in beekeeping 
journals. Difficult to pin down on Randy’s 
specific areas of interests since he has reported 
on all aspects of beekeeping over the years and 
what he talks about with the author represent 
just a very few areas of his knowledge. David 
Kempe (Nottinghamshire) is different to 
the other beekeepers in the book as he has 
worked both in commercial beekeeping and 
as a regional bee inspector, the latter during 
some very bad times when foul brood became 
rampant. However, the majority of the author’s 
questions concern the time that David spent 
with Brother Adam, questions which lead to 
detailed descriptions of how the apiaries were 
managed in Dartmoor. David Kempe.

Grey Bees
by Andrey Kurkov
Translated by Boris 
Dralyuk 
Maclehose Press12  
Nov 2020
ISBN: 978-0857059345
Paperback, 352 pages

The author is well known throughout Ukraine 
and many liken him to Michael Bulgakov 
as many of his early novels are very surreal 
-especially those about the Penguin. Grey 
Bees is not light-hearted though. It is about 
an ex-coal mine inspector, Sergeyich, who 
retired early because of silicosis, who lives in 
his primitive village house, on his own because 
his wife and daughter have left him, and who 
spends his time caring for his bees. Grey 
Bees does not refer to bees of the Caucasian 
strain,;the book is given the title because the 
beekeeper keeps his bees in the grey zone in 
the Donbass area of Eastern Ukraine,the no 
man’s land which divides the separatist forces 
(and Russians) from the Ukrainian army to 
the west. Apart from him there is only one 
other resident in the ruined village, Pashka, an 
enemy at school, but now, because of the war, 
they are brought together almost as friends.

Andrey Kurkov uses as background to 
the story material he gained for his former 
work about the problem that still goes on 
in his country -Ukraine Diaries: Dispatches 
from Kiev. We therefore read about the 
difficulties that face Sergeyich on a daily basis 
-the shells sporadically flying overhead from 
both fronts, making him frightened that one 
might land on the shed in which his colonies 
are overwintering. Winter is dark, cold, with 
no electricity and little food. Some things he 
is able to procure by bartering honey in the 
next village or, mysteriously, from Pashka 
-but what we feel mostly, most evocatively 
described, is how slowly winter passes and, like 
most beekeepers, his impatience in waiting for 
spring. 

When spring arrives he manages to load 
the hives on his trailer and to set off for 
Central Ukraine and later on the the Crimea. 
A hazardous journey, made more difficult by 
the different factions he has to move through 
at the border crossings. The journey brings 
troughs of sadness and peaks of happiness, 
but always wherever he finds himself there is 
always the suspicion of ‘whose side’ he belongs 
to. In Crimea he finds some Tartars with their 
own serious problems who are ready to help 
him as much as they can, and he in turn is able 
to return the debt he believes he owes them. 

We become aware of two women in the 
story -his former wife who becomes more 
friendly each time they speak on the phone 
and a shopkeeper met on his journey with 
whom he had a short liaison. As he begins 
his return journey we wonder whether he will 
meet up again with either of the women, or 
continue back to his isolated and bombed-out 
village.

A very moving tale, a real story of our 
times, with several wonderful people showing 
that despite their problems they can continue 
to live in a humane way.

All available from www.northernbeebooks.co.uk
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