







BEEKEEPING

A PRACTICAL GUIDE

Richard E. Bonne

[image: Image]


The mission of Storey Publishing is to serve our customers by
publishing practical information that encourages
personal independence in harmony with the environment.

Cover and text design by Michelle Arabia

Cover photographs copyright © Grant Heilman Photography

Text production by Leslie Carlson

Edited by Sandra Webb and Deborah Balmuth

Line drawings by Brigita Fuhrmann

Indexed by Northwind Editorial Services

© 1993 Richard E. Bonney

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages or reproduce illustrations in a review with appropriate credits; nor may any part of this book be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or other—without written permission from the publisher.

The information in this book is true and complete to the best of our knowledge. All recommendations are made without guarantee on the part of the author or Storey Publishing. The author and publisher disclaim any liability in connection with the use of this information. For additional information, please contact Storey Publishing, 210 MASS MoCA Way, North Adams, MA 01247.

Storey books are available for special premium and promotional uses and for customized editions. For further information, please call 1-800-793-9396.

Printed in the United States by Versa Press
30 29 28 27 26 25 24 23 22 21

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Bonney, Richard E.

Beekeeping: a practical guide/Richard E. Bonney.
            p.        cm.
Includes bibliographical references (p. ) and index
ISBN 978-0-88266-861-1 (pb)
1. Bee culture. I. Title.

SF523.B66 1993
638'.—dc20

92-56145
CIP


TABLE OF CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION

1. BEFORE WE START

The Beekeeper’s Commitment

Dimensions of Beekeeping

Stings

Legal Considerations

History of Beekeeping

How to Get Started

2. THE BEES

What Is a Honey Bee?

Occupants of the Hive

Development

Activities and Behavior

Life of a Worker Bee

Cycle of the Year

Colony Reproduction: Swarming

Nutrition and Feeding

Communications

3. GETTING STARTED

Hive Location

Equipment and Supplies

Acquiring Bees

Working with Bees

Installing Bees

Initial Management

4. ONGOING MANAGEMENT

The First Summer

Fall Management

The Coming Year

5. REMOVING THE CROP

Methods for Clearing Bees and Removing Supers

Extracting and Handling Honey

Comb Honey

Other Hive Products

6. DISEASES, PESTS, AND PREDATORS

Diseases of Honey Bees

Parasitic Mites

Nonproblem Creatures for Honey Bees

Problem Creatures for Honey Bees

The Africanized Bee

Pesticides

APPENDICES

Appendix A: Publications about Beekeeping

Appendix B: Sources

Appendix C: Glossary


INTRODUCTION

The art, the craft, the science of beekeeping cannot be covered in a single book. The volume of information is simply too great. Furthermore, it is not necessary to learn everything the first year. However, you do need a certain broad exposure and a feeling for where you are headed. This book intends to give you that exposure and that sense of direction.

Without question, this is a book for beginners, although novices who have kept bees for a season or so can also benefit from it. It will take you through the first year, from spring to spring. Use the information here as a point of departure—and keep on reading about bees.

As with any endeavor, a certain amount of misinformation about bees and beekeeping is extant. Be selective in your reading and be hesitant in taking information on faith. Know your source, ask questions, and be sure the answers make sense.

This book is based on the experience of beekeeping in the northeastern United States. In this region, the active season for a honey bee colony begins in late April and extends through the end of September. Bees in other parts of the country have the same basic cycle, with adjustments in the calendar to reflect the climate and the specific forage available.




CHAPTER 1 

BEFORE WE START

Most new beekeepers come into this exciting endeavor as hobbyists. Their whole attitude toward beekeeping is colored by this approach—it’s relaxed, casual, and looks like fun—let’s try it out. Beekeeping can be an enjoyable hobby. However, it can also be a disappointing failure. Beekeeping requires preparation, ongoing attention, and commitment. It requires knowledge—of bees, of growing things, and about the natural world in general. Beekeeping requires a certain amount of interaction with others in the beekeeping world, although this does not have to be an involved interaction.

The Beekeeper’s Commitment

Too many novice beekeepers do not recognize the level of commitment they must have. They do not know that, over the long run, for every beekeeper who succeeds, there are probably two or three who do not. How many of you have been in a classroom or a training program where the instructor says at the outset, “Look at the person on your right; now look at the person on your left. One of you won’t be here next year (or next week or next month).” Beekeeping is like that.

Furthermore, not all beekeepers are truly bee keepers. Some are beehavers. They develop an initial enthusiasm, acquire some bees, perhaps learn about them and work with them for a while, and then lose interest. Or perhaps they never develop any real knowledge or enthusiasm at all. One way or the other they become beehavers: they have some bees in the backyard but are not truly keeping them. The bees keep themselves. All may be well for a while, but in the long run, this seldom has a happy ending.

To be a successful beekeeper means to be a committed beekeeper, one who learns about the bees, comes to understand them, works with them on a regular basis, and enjoys them. If you believe your involvement might be something less than this, perhaps beekeeping is not for you.

It is difficult to keep bees if you don’t have contact at some level with other beekeepers and with sources of new developments—government agencies; universities; and local, state, or national beekeeper organizations. All of these sources are an important part of the overall beekeeping picture. Contact can be as simple as membership in a beekeepers’ club or association or regular reading of a beekeepers’ magazine. Taking both approaches is not too much. Beekeeping is a dynamic endeavor. Problems arise, solutions are worked out, research is undertaken, new knowledge comes to the fore continually. Knowledge of bees and of beekeeping has increased immensely in recent years, as have the problems. A beekeeper who is out of touch will be quickly overwhelmed.

Some individuals who take up beekeeping do so because they need bees for pollination. They want bees on their property to take care of their crops, whether it be a small home garden or a commercial operation. They need the bees to ensure an adequate crop. Their approach is to obtain one or several colonies, put the bees out in a corner of the property, and forget about them, assuming they will take care of themselves. And the bees will, for a while. But the facts of bee life—disease, drought, an unusually harsh winter, predators, any or all of these problems and others—can cause the colony to weaken and to die. It happens regularly in nature. We don’t think about it because we don’t see it, but a colony of honey bees often has a tenuous grip on life in North America, especially in the more northerly regions. Feral colonies die regularly. They are replaced almost as regularly by swarms from other feral colonies or from a beekeeper’s holdings. But this is not a desirable situation. We are not in control, and with the problems mentioned earlier, we must be. Someone who wants bees on his or her property, but does not wish to care for them, should think seriously of finding a beekeeper who is willing to establish colonies on the property in question: It is a much more satisfactory approach in the long run. With all of these thoughts in mind, let’s now prepare to get started.

Dimensions of Beekeeping

Beekeeping is multifaceted. It is much more than placing a hive in the backyard, visiting it a couple of times a year, and reaping the benefits in terms of honey and pollination. I will discuss the actual benefits, the returns, later on, but for now, what must go into this new endeavor? What are the dimensions, the scope, of the activity you are about to undertake? How much time is involved? What is the cost? In what ways will it be restrictive? We will address each of these in turn.

Time

The time devoted to keeping bees does not have to be great. It may be only a few hours per year—once you are past the initial learning period. Of course, it also might be many hours. As with most endeavors, what you get back is proportionate to what you put in. Furthermore, some people have different goals when they take up with bees.

No matter what your goals, the first time commitment should be to learning. This is accomplished by reading, attending an informal bee school and a workshop or two, attending occasional club or association meetings, and talking with other beekeepers. Many individuals undertake beekeeping with a minimum of preparation, believing that they can just dive in and pick up the requisite knowledge on the fly. It doesn’t work that way. Success comes only after the acquisition of basic knowledge. Plan on a commitment of learning time that will be heavy during the first year or so and less as time passes.

Given a basic level of understanding and a willingness to continue learning at a modest level, you should plan on visiting your bees at least once every 2 weeks during the active season, perhaps more often in the spring as the new season is getting underway and certainly less often in the winter. However, bees should never be totally ignored, even in winter. Life goes on in the colony year-round.

Individual visits per hive may be quite brief, depending on the season and your reason for being at the hive. Some visits may last a minute or two; others involving a specific task may last 20 to 30 minutes per hive, although usually not longer. Most visits that involve opening the hive are a substantial disruption to colony life but serve an important purpose. Although you can skip visits now and then (beekeepers are allowed to go on vacation), ignoring the bees for weeks on end only leads to problems. Some endeavors or hobbies can be picked up or put down at will. Beekeeping is different. Chores not done at the proper time usually cannot be done as well later, if they can be done at all.

All in all, the time involved in keeping bees is not great, once you are past the first year. The dimensions of the involvement should become clearer as you progress through the book. But the intensity of this effort deserves some thought.

Money

Why are you going to keep bees? Most new beekeepers see it as an interesting hobby, and if they can make money on the side, so much the better. Others go into it with the specific intent of making money: a new beekeeper seldom does. An experienced beekeeper may, but no one should count on it. Far too many variables and problems exist for any beekeeper to ever be completely in control. Go into beekeeping strictly as a hobby. Expect it to cost money. Initially, it will be all outgo. If, after a couple of years, you have surplus honey to sell—that’s wonderful. In time, you may even have enough hives to go into crop pollination in a small way. Eventually, if all is going well, perhaps you can turn this hobby into a sideline business, but don’t base your future on it now. Wait until you see what it’s all about.

So, how is the first season going to treat your pocketbook? I’ll throw out a ballpark figure now and address this topic in a little more detail in the section on equipment. For now, assume an expenditure of $150 to $200, depending on sources and quality, to set up a complete hive with a couple of honey supers, bees included. Necessary additional equipment, such as smoker, hive tool, veil, and so on, may cost another $60 to $75. Although in the past it was sometimes possible to recover part of this investment through honey production during the first or second season, it is highly unlikely that you can do so in today’s economy. In recent years, the cost of beekeeping equipment and supplies has risen much, much faster than the value of honey.

The Down Side

Beekeeping is not all pleasure. It does have a down side—as most things in life do.

Some beekeepers have a partner and they work their hives together. However, most beekeepers are loners. You will be out there by yourself, in the heat, sticky to your elbows, bees buzzing about, a veil in place so you can’t scratch or blow your nose or take a drink of water. Occasionally, you will infuriate the bees, and they will find ways to get under your veil, up your sleeves, or into some other place you might not want to discuss in polite company. There is nothing more disconcerting than to realize that a bee is inside your pants, crawling up your leg, and already at knee level. As you move about, your clothing is eventually going to pinch the bee and cause it to sting. You have two choices: leave the beeyard and disrobe carefully so the bee can escape, or slap where the bee is and kill it. It won’t go away by itself.

Do not discount the heat, the weight of the equipment, and the discomfort of work in a beeyard. These discomforts are not a regular feature of beekeeping, but there are times when you will find yourself wondering what you are doing in this position, the hive open and its parts strewn about you, bees everywhere, sweat streaming—and suddenly, you realize that there is a bee inside the veil. But like so many negative experiences, it will be soon forgotten. You will go back there again and have a great time. Just be aware that life in the beeyard does have its challenges.

The Up Side

Without question, there is an up side to beekeeping that far outweighs any down side. Why else have thousands of individuals persisted with it for so many years? Go to any gathering of beekeepers and listen to them talk with enthusiasm, even about their problems. Go to a beeyard on a pleasant summer day and sit there. Immerse yourself in the calmness and serenity of the scene, watch the bees coming and going, sometimes indulging in so-called play time. If beekeeping is truly for you, you will not be able to resist.

Stings

Honey bees sting. Every one knows this. It is a fact of life. In the beekeeper’s scheme of things, stings are usually but a minor irritation. Consider that if bees could not sting, we would probably not have any particular interest in them. Stinging is a defensive behavior. It is this defensive behavior that allows a colony of bees to store away large quantities of honey with minimum likelihood that it will be taken from them by predators. They are able to defend themselves, their home, and their wealth. Because they can store surplus honey, bees can survive the winter in relatively large numbers and can greet the new growing season ready to work. Under normal circumstances, that work results in more stores of honey—some for us, some for them. So stinging has a positive side. But it can create problems.

A bee sting itself is an interesting event, not a particularly scary one. A single sting, although momentarily painful, normally has no persistent aftereffects. A beekeeper probably does not even experience any distinct pain. I will discuss this later, but first, let’s consider bee sting reactions, especially as perceived by the general public.


BEE STINGS

Some people find it hard to believe that stinging is a defensive action when apparently they have been doing nothing to stimulate a stinging incident. A closer analysis of the event, however, usually uncovers the stimulus. A bee stings in defense of its person or its home. A bee is not a thinking creature but a reactive one. If something takes place that the bee perceives to be an attack, it reacts. Sticking your nose into a flower where a bee is sipping nectar is perceived by the bee as an aggressive action, even though your intentions are benign. Swatting at a bee that flies near you is clearly an aggressive act and can trigger a defensive reaction in the bee. Walking too close to a hive can also be perceived as aggression by the bees, especially if the hive has been subjected to some kind of harassment in the recent past—vandalism, for instance, or animal depredation. Some animals are willing to put up with a few stings and persistently annoy the bees to get at the goodies in the hive. In such instances, the bees are especially reactive for hours or even days later. And finally, there are people who are stung for no other reason than they simply are there. Either their body chemistry annoys the bees or they are wearing a fragrance (perfume, deodorant, or hair dressing, for example) that is attractive or offensive to the bees. These people walk near a colony of bees and find themselves being stung. Bees’ lives are governed by odors and their “noses” are very sensitive.



Many people believe they are allergic to bee stings. Some have been told by their physicians that they are allergic and to consider any insect sting life threatening. Often, these people are not truly allergic. They may suffer from swelling and pain but these are confined to the single area of the sting site. It is better to be safe than sorry. The line between local and systemic reactions is often quite fuzzy and physicians deliberately (and properly) err on the side of caution. Furthermore, although each successive sting usually elicits a milder reaction as the body becomes resistant, it can work the other way, with subsequent stings being more serious.

Reaction to Stings

We can consider three general levels of bee sting reaction. In the first, the victim is stung, the bee departs, the stinger is removed, and there are few, if any, aftereffects. This is the usual beekeeper reaction. There may be pain, intense or minimal, for a minute or so, and a welt left by the sting. Perhaps the sting site itches. Usually, the incident is over and forgotten soon, although some itching or minor discomfort may persist for several hours. Most people react to a bee sting in this way.

In the second level of reaction, swelling may take place. The swelling may be severe, startling, even scary. It may persist for a day or two. Although disturbing, unpleasant, and perhaps painful, this reaction alone should not be viewed as life threatening. It is generally considered to be a local reaction and it will go away. I do not believe it is properly termed an allergic reaction. (In my own case, I react this way to a single sting once every year or so. Otherwise, my reactions are minor, forgotten in a moment or two.)

The third level of reaction is of considerably more concern. The initial reaction to the sting may be as in either of the two levels just described—a welt or a serious swelling. Then other symptoms follow: nausea, body rash, difficulty in breathing, and dizziness all suggest the onset of anaphylactic shock, a life-threatening situation. Medical help must be sought immediately. People who suffer this level of reaction should consider themselves allergic and should either stay away from bees completely or at the very least carry a sting kit prescribed by their physician. It is also possible to have a series of shots that desensitize the body to stings.

Tolerance to Stings

Beekeepers who are stung regularly usually build up a tolerance to stings. Two things happen: First, the beekeeper, after being stung a few times, realizes that stings are not such a big deal and tends to ignore them; second, the body builds a tolerance to stings and no longer reacts as strongly. The beekeeper flicks the sting out and continues work. To build and maintain such a tolerance in the body requires that the individual be stung periodically—about once every 10 days seems to be effective. After a winter with no stings, the tolerance may wear off and have to be reestablished. A few stings in the early season will take care of this.

For some people, there is a different outcome for stings. Instead of building a tolerance, they begin to react more and more to each successive stinging incident, ultimately developing a true allergy and requiring medical assistance. This can happen to beekeepers and nonbeekeepers alike, and has been observed in members of beekeepers’ families, even those who do not normally work with the bees. Apparently, the repeated breathing of particles of dried venom or other bee-related materials, which adhere to the beekeeper’s clothing and are carried into the house, contributes to this type of increasing intolerance. One adverse reaction may not be enough to positively diagnose an allergic condition, but again, it is better to seek medical advice and to be safe rather than sorry.

Effect of Sting on the Bee

[image: Image]

After a sting, the bee pulls away, leaving behind the stinger and part of its anatomy (the venom sac and related glands and muscles). It flies away, but soon dies.

A sting, of course, has an effect on the bee—it is fatal. A bee’s stinger is barbed and has moving parts. When the bee stings, the stinger penetrates the victim’s skin and is held there by the barbs. The bee pulls away and leaves the stinger in the victim. Unfortunately for the bee, a portion of its anatomy is left attached to the stinger—specifically, the venom sac and the related glands and muscles. The bee is able to fly away but will die, perhaps in minutes, perhaps in hours. The bee may continue to fly about the victim, buzzing and threatening to sting again. Of course, it cannot sting again—it no longer has a stinger—but the victim does not necessarily know which bee has stung and may react by swatting, perhaps provoking other bees to sting. In addition to the stinger left in place, the bee also has left behind an alarm odor, which is a stimulus for other bees to sting.

Coping with Stings

Meanwhile, the stinger is doing its work. The stinger itself has two moving parts, or lancets, which make up the shaft. When the bee stings, the shaft penetrates and is held by the barbs near the tip. The pulsating action of the victim’s muscles cause one lancet to then penetrate deeper. This first lancet is held in place by the barbs, acting as an anchor while the second one penetrates. The muscles continue to work the shaft progressively deeper. All the while, venom is being pumped from the attached sac into the wound through the center of the shaft. You can short-circuit this action by removing the stinger when you first feel the sting. By doing this quickly, you will receive a minimum dose of venom. Remove the stinger by scraping it out with a fingernail or your hive tool, for instance. Do not grab the stinger directly and pull. Doing so will squeeze the venom sac and further inject you with venom. Finally, a puff of smoke on the sting site will help to mask the alarm odor.

Of course, if the sting is persistently painful, you may want to treat the symptoms. Remedies abound. You can buy lotions made for the purpose, but usually any of the folk remedies you hear about will help. For instance, a dab of mud, a paste of baking soda and water, an ice cube, a drop or two of honey—these and many more will give relief until the pain stops.

One last thought: stings do hurt children more. It may be at least partly psychological, although their smaller size probably is a factor as well. No matter what the reason, most children genuinely seem to hurt more than older folks. Put something on the sting site quickly and give lots of sympathy.

Legal Considerations

Most states have an apiary inspection program that regulates beekeeping to some extent. The scope of this regulation is slowly expanding in many places, and some municipalities have now imposed their own codes, primarily in the form of bans or restrictions. Historically, beehives have been regulated for the detection and the control of honey bee brood diseases. One disease, in particular, is highly contagious among bee colonies and can cause their demise. Today, we are also concerned with controlling the spread of two species of parasitic mites and of the Africanized bee, all of which have entered this country in recent years, are spreading, and are creating severe problems. Disease and mites can and do kill honey bee colonies: left unchecked, they can be devastating. The Africanized bee is a potentially serious threat to humans.

Although such problems are increasing, the condition of the economy in recent years has caused both state and federal budgets to be cut in many areas. In some instances, these cuts have had a severe impact on bee inspection programs. Some states have had their inspection programs reduced, whereas others have had them cut entirely. More pressure has been put on individual beekeepers first to recognize, then to control or to eliminate, disease and mites. This is perhaps as it should be, but many beekeepers do not realize, or do not accept, that their world is changing. They still expect some higher authority to solve all of their problems. We will be able to continue keeping bees successfully only after all beekeepers come to understand the state of beekeeping today, and accept their responsibilities.

Regulations about Bees

No federal laws exist in this country that regulate beekeeping, except the one that bans the importation of live bees. The parasitic mites mentioned above are not native to the Western Hemisphere and have been in North America only since the mid-1980s. We do not know specifically how they came into this country, but they were probably brought in illegally with queen bees—a violation of this federal ban.

Laws or regulations governing bees do exist at the state level and vary from state to state. Some states totally ban importation of live bees. Others allow importation, but only when specific conditions are met (for instance, a certificate of inspection from the originating state showing that the bees were inspected within a certain recent period and are free of disease and mites). As the Africanized bee spreads, further regulation is probable. Some moves have been made toward more uniform regulations from state to state, but little progress has been made.

It is the responsibility of each individual beekeeper to be aware of the specific laws and regulations of the state(s) in which he or she keeps bees and to follow these laws and regulations faithfully. Too much is at stake to allow anyone to go his or her own way. Mites, undetected or untreated, can wipe out a beekeeper’s holdings. Seemingly unprovoked stinging attacks, as from Africanized bees or from any bees that the public may perceive to be Africanized, can result in a total ban of bees from specified areas. Unfortunately, the public and the representatives of many official agencies who should be better informed, do not understand the scope and importance of honeybees to our way of life. Perhaps we will someday have alternatives, but for now we cannot do without honey bees. It is not an exaggeration to say that our present diet, a large part of our environment, and, in turn, our way of life is dependent on the pollination services of honeybees.

Your mentor, if you have one, your local beekeeping organization, or your local equipment supplier should be able to help you find out about the laws and regulations in your state and municipality. Other sources include your state’s department of agriculture and the cooperative extension system.

History of Beekeeping

The history of beekeeping may sound like a rather dull topic to someone who is anxious to get some bees and begin. However, certain of our practices, techniques, and current attitudes result from or are carried over from the earlier days of beekeeping. It is thus helpful to know at least a smattering of the history of the craft.

Bees have been kept, or at least exploited, as far back as we have records. Primitive people robbed bees of their honey, as is evidenced by ancient cave paintings. Stone-Age people probably kept bees in some manner and can be considered the first beekeepers. After that early period, we can identify at least three eras of beekeeping: the first, from ancient times until about 1500; the second, from about 1500 until 1850; and the third, from 1850 until the present. Perhaps we are now actually in a fourth era, one marked by extensive research and resultant discoveries, by the ever-increasing role of bees as pollinators of commercial crops, by the pressures of human growth and population, and by the problems of the day—mites and Africanized bees.
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One of the earliest hives was made from a section of naturally hollow log. Such hives could still be found in use this century.

The First Era

During the first era, pre-1500, beekeeping was more properly beehaving; that is, people had, rather than kept, bees. The term still has application today. In those early days, bees were exploited more than kept. Honey was, no doubt, simply collected from a hollow tree or whatever other space the bees had found to build their nest. When bees were kept in containers provided by the beekeeper, these early hives were small, probably by necessity, because in early times tools were limited and large containers hard to come by. Furthermore, because of the beekeeper’s limited knowledge of bees and colony management, swarming was encouraged. Collecting swarms was the only method available to increase holdings and to replace winter losses. Small containers would also encourage swarming. Hives were made of whatever was available to the particular culture—pottery, woven material, mud and wattle, or a section of hollow log. Later, the more advanced societies employed skeps (domed hives made of twisted straw).
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The skep was an immediate precursor of our modern wooden hives.

All of these early hives were crude, at least by our standards. Access was from the bottom or end. No one had worked out a method for removing the comb. The only means known to remove the honey was to cut out and crush the comb. The result was that the colony probably died, either immediately, or later for lack of food.

The philosophy of early beekeeping was simple: have many hives, swarms are good, kill off the good honey producers in the fall in order to take their honey, start over in the spring, encourage those overwintered hives (the weak ones) to swarm. The result—breed to a weakness, breed to swarm.

Very little was known about the bees themselves during this early era, and what was known tended to be localized. The Romans developed some knowledge. They fed the bees in times of need and began to wonder about them, but they had little or no understanding of what went on in the hive. This was at least in part because it was difficult to observe life in a hive without removable comb. These early beekeepers misunderstood or simply did not know about such things as the sexes of the three bees—the worker, the drone, and the queen. They did observe enough to know that there was a monarch, but thought the queen to be male, or king. The facts of mating were vague; one belief was that after eggs were laid in the cells, sperm was then somehow spread over them by the drones.

The existence of wax was recognized, but it was thought to come from outside the hive, probably collected from plants; pollen pellets carried in by the bees could easily be mistaken for wax. There was no understanding of pollination in these early times, and so, no recognition of the need for it or of the bees’ contribution to the process.

During the Middle Ages, protective clothing for beekeepers was devised. Up until this time, personal protection was minimal, often no more than a cloth of some sort thrown over the head.

The Second Era

The second era of beekeeping began around 1500 and continued until about 1850. During this time, with the expanding knowledge of science in general, knowledge of beekeeping also increased. Beekeepers were learning about what went on inside the hive and, consequently, about bee biology. Better beekeeping methods and equipment allowed more observation and understanding. During the 1500s, the queen was recognized as an egg-laying female. During the 1600s, drones were recognized as males, although there was still little understanding about mating. During the 1700s, several facts became known: the workers were recognized as females, the source of beeswax became known, the source of pollen and the bee’s role in pollination became understood, and the primary facts about mating were recognized.

Honey bees are not native to the Western Hemisphere. They were first brought to North America during this second era, arriving soon after the Pilgrims. No actual account of the first bee importation exists, but they apparently first arrived on the East Coast around 1628; by 1850 they had reached the West Coast, carried there on ships.

Through 1850, honey was most often taken from the hives by destroying colonies. Many methods were devised to take the honey without killing bees, but none was truly successful. The beekeepers’ constant goal was more control, and they tried many kinds of hives and frames, including some movable frames, but the bees continued to fasten comb to the sides of the hive. The idea of movable frames was correct, but no one came up with just the right configuration. They were missing some essential understanding.

The Third Era

During the early part of the third era, a basic concept of modern beekeeping was discovered. It revolutionized beekeeping and is still valid today. This concept, the existence of bee space, was discovered or realized in 1850 by the Reverend Lorenzo L. Langstroth and resulted in the Langstroth hive. The design and dimensions of the hives and the movable frames used today are based on Langstroth’s discovery, and Langstroth has become known as the father of modern beekeeping.

Bee space is the space within a hive that the bees will recognize as inviolate. It is space the bees leave open to allow passage within the hive. In it they will not build comb or deposit propolis (a resinous material collected from the bark and buds of certain trees). Bee space is generally considered to be % inch wide, although in practice it can be more and is often less. Natural nests reflect bee space in the spacing between adjacent combs. Manufactured equipment recognizes bee space in the spacing between adjacent frames, between the end bars of frames and the walls of the hive, between the bottom bars of one set of frames and the top bars of the frames immediately below, and so on.

Bees do not completely respect bee space, especially at the height of the season when storage space is at a premium. You will find many instances in which comb is built or propolis is deposited in these supposedly inviolate spaces. (It is up to the beekeeper to remind the bees of their responsibilities by periodically scraping these areas clean. Otherwise, the hive parts become thoroughly glued together and efficient hive management is severely inhibited.)

Shortly after the discovery of bee space came the development of several important pieces of equipment—removable frames, beeswax foundation, the honey extractor, and the queen excluder. The connection to bee space can be seen for each of these. Bee space allowed the free use of movable frames, which were not fastened to the walls of the hive by the bees. These frames were used most efficiently if the wax could be renewed periodically, using foundation. A queen excluder kept the queen from laying eggs in the honey supers, and honey extractors could take advantage of the movable, renewable frames.

Together these allowed for greater ease in hive manipulation and greater opportunity to study the workings of the hive. Furthermore, there was no longer a need to destroy colonies to take the crop, so the resulting crops were larger. Fewer but larger hives could be kept as well. Langstroth’s discovery truly revolutionized beekeeping.

As the third era progressed, beekeeping was mostly small scale—one or two hives to provide for a family’s needs, although a few individuals kept enough hives to acquire a little pocket money from honey sales. Langstroth’s discovery and the developments that followed gave rise to true commercial operations—honey by the ton—and this happened. Before the 1800s were over, several beekeepers in different parts of the country were becoming full-time commercial operators, some of whom had several hundred hives. Honey was shipped by the carload.

The increased attention to bees and beekeeping as this era moved into the twentieth century had its concurrent increase in academic and government interest. When larger crops of honey became common, and as bees were used more often for commercial crop pollination, beekeeping was more readily recognized as an agricultural component. Federal research facilities developed, colleges and universities offered coursework and degrees, and more attention was paid to the science of beekeeping. Our knowledge and understanding of apiculture has increased immensely, and these advances continue.

The Current Era

As a result of these improvements, the comparative ease with which bees could be kept that resulted from Langstroth’s discovery, and the increased emphasis on commercial operations, our current informal classification of beekeepers has slowly evolved. This was all hastened and enhanced by the onset of the Industrial Revolution, which changed attitudes and lifestyles over the years. The three types of beekeepers we generally recognize today have evolved from these changes—hobbyists or backyarders, sideliners, and commercial operators. The definitions of each type and the numbers of hives associated with each one can be different, depending on whose opinion you solicit but, in general, the following definitions pertain.

A hobbyist or backyard beekeeper is one who has one or two (or sometimes as many as fifteen or twenty) hives, kept for any of several reasons, but not primarily for income. Probably 90 percent to 95 percent of the beekeepers in this country can be considered hobbyists.

A sideline operator keeps bees as a small sideline business with the intent of making money. It is supplementary to other full-time employment. He or she may have as few as twelve or fifteen hives or as many as 100 to 200. Most sideliners are in honey production or crop pollination; they sometimes evolve to become commercial operators. Sideliners comprise at least 5 percent of the total.

A commercial beekeeper is one who makes her or his entire income from bees, whether it be from honey production, crop pollination, queen or package production, or some combination of these. A commercial operator has anywhere from a few hundred hives to several thousand. Although commercial operators own the large majority of the hives in this country, they probably comprise no more than 1 percent of the beekeepers.

The beekeeping industry today has other components as well. In addition to those who work directly with the bees—honey producers, pollinators, queen and package producers—there are manufacturers and distributors of beekeeping equipment and supplies; federal, state, and academic research and educational facilities; and publishers of beekeeping magazines, journals, and books. Each of these has its own impact on the beekeeping industry.

Presumably, most readers of this book will at least initially be classified as hobbyist or backyard beekeepers. Who knows where that may lead?

How to Get Started

Many adjectives can be used to describe honeybees—extraordinary, remarkable, amazing, astounding—and keeping them can be a thoroughly rewarding and enjoyable endeavor. However, actually getting started with them is not always easy. With proper direction, the path can be simple and straightforward, but it may also be strewn with difficulties. The following steps will help ease the way.

[image: Image] Start with new equipment of standard design and dimensions. Used equipment and homemade equipment have the potential to create problems that the novice is not equipped to recognize or to handle. If you have at least one set of new standard equipment, you have a basis for comparison. Later, you may choose to build your own or perhaps take advantage of a good deal in used equipment.

[image: Image] Do not experiment during your first year or two. Learn and use basic methods. Master them. Again, you will have a basis for comparison if you choose to experiment in future years.

[image: Image] Before buying a so-called beginner’s outfit, know the use of each piece of equipment and be sure that you need it. Also, be sure that everything is included that you initially need. You may find that you are better off making your own selection of equipment, even though you may spend a couple of dollars more.

[image: Image] Start with Italian bees. They are the standard in this country and the most common and most readily available bees. Those acquired from a competent breeder are gentle and easily handled. In future years you can experiment with other races or strains and, once again, you will have a basis for comparison.

[image: Image] Start with a package of bees or with a nucleus hive (a nuc) rather than with an established colony. Once past the initial awe and apprehension, the novice can easily handle and install a package or a nuc. You will relate to it readily and grow in confidence and competence as this new colony grows in size.

If at all possible, start with two colonies to give you a basis for comparison. If you have only one colony and it is having a problem, as a beginner, you may not recognize the problem. However, with a second hive for comparison, the shortcomings of the one hive are more apparent. Furthermore, a second colony gives you an invaluable resource, a source of bees or brood, for instance, to strengthen a weaker hive.

[image: Image] Start early enough in the season, but not too early. April and May are appropriate for much of the country, and package bees are readily available during this period, but seek guidance from local beekeepers about timing for your specific area.


HOW TO LEARN ABOUT BEES

• First, try your best to find an experienced, successful beekeeper who is willing to help you. This is not always possible: a good mentor can be hard to find. As you seek out this person, recognize that although it takes several years to gain competence as a beekeeper, having kept bees for several years does not guarantee competence or depth of experience. Some beekeepers have one year of experience many times over. Others, although they may understand bees, may not have the ability or patience to convey information to a beginner. Select your mentor with care. Once found, look over his or her shoulder whenever possible. Ask a lot of questions. Immerse yourself in information about bees before you ever acquire any, so that you may make an informed decision as to whether beekeeping is really for you.

• Read about bees. Many good books have been written about bees and beekeeping, and new ones are appearing regularly. The array can be bewildering. Some books are outstanding, others are not. An experienced beekeeper usually has the basic knowledge to pick and choose, both from the vast number of books available and the contents of individual books. The beginner does not. Appendix A will help you to make an initial selection.

• Join your local beekeepers’ organization now, even if you don’t have bees. You don’t have to own bees to benefit. These groups welcome and encourage beginners and they can help you get started. Beekeeping organizations are a prime source of information about books, classes, workshops, and other beekeeping events in the area. Many associations hold annual bee schools for beginners. You can usually get information on your local association from the county extension office or from the beekeeping equipment dealer in your area.

• Subscribe to one of the beekeeping magazines. They are full of valuable information for beginners, are instructional, can lead you to sources, and keep you abreast of developments, both locally and nationally. Too much of importance is going on in the beekeeping world these days for anyone to be out of touch.



[image: Image] Recognize that you may not get a surplus of honey the first year, especially from package bees. The first year is a learning time for the beekeeper and a building time for the new colony.
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