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Holding My 
Breath

THIS IS THE SEASON, FOLKS. 
While we may consider 
starvation to be a winter 

problem, now is when nutrition is 
most crucial. Bees don’t ration their 
food, so honey stores may be minimal 
or nonexistent. Daffodils and apricot 
blossoms may bloom here and there, 
soon to be covered with a new layer of 
snow. We watch the weather reports, 
hoping for days warm enough to open 
the hives and check on our bees.

At this time, last year, a friend of 
mine announced, “I’m done. I lose 
50% of my hives, and each year I buy 
more packages. But I’m not buying any 
more.”

That comment made me sit back and 
think. I understood the frustration of 
dead-outs. Those bees that we nurtured 
all spring, summer, and fall … that we 
insulated and fed all winter. Gone the 
next spring. 

Is it worth it? Could we have done 
something different? What lessons can 
we learn, by assessing those dead-outs, 
to improve our hive management for 
this new year? The answer is different 
for each beekeeper.

Yet, in those surviving hives, the 
magic happens. Queens get more active 
in February or March, laying eggs. 
Workers raise brood. The new summer 
bees are being born, getting ready to 
forage on spring flowers with their 
sisters. In those surviving hives, the 
new life grows and flourishes, ready to 
take on yet another season. Yet another 
year.

We can learn a lot from the bees.
If your hives didn’t survive this 

year, I feel your pain and offer my 
condolences. I’ve been there. And 
for those whose hives overwintered 
successfully, congratulations! 

Now that early spring is almost upon 
us, what are your plans for when the 
nectar starts to flow once again?

May your hives flourish and your 
brood be abundant,

Marissa Ames, Editor
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from the  
editor

WE LOVE TO HEAR FROM YOU! 
SEND IN YOUR COMMENTS
via email to editor@backyardbeekeeping.com
or snail-mail to Backyard Beekeeping,  
1503 SW 42nd St, Topeka, KS 66609.

As a Member, you can chat your questions to our 
experts — Monday-Friday, 6:30 am - 6:30 pm ET.  

backyardbeekeeping.iamcountryside.com/ 
ask-the-expert/how-to-connect-with-our- 
beekeeping-experts/

Follow us on  
social media! 
Instagram:  
www.instagram.com/
backyardbeekeeping

Facebook:  
www.facebook.com/IAmABeekeeper/

Pinterest:  
www.pinterest.com/iamcountryside/ 
backyard-beekeeping/

What is one to feed the bees when one must feed 
them? The article about fondant made it seem like 
any heating of sugar to make any syrup may harm our 
hive(s), so is there a viable solution to this conundrum?

Thanks! I love your postings, your magazine, and 
your newsletter. You have kept us very informed in our 
pursuit of keeping bees in our garden.

Julie Sobchack

Hi Julie,
Great question! It’s only recently that we learned 

that, while heating sugar won’t immediately harm the 
bees, it can shorten a bee’s lifespan. Rusty Burlew, who 
answered this Ask the Expert question, has this no-
cook candy board recipe on her website, Honey Bee 
Suite: www.honeybeesuite.com/no-cook-candy-board-
recipe-for-feeding-winter-bees/

We hope this helps!
Marissa 

The Wyoming Bee College beekeeping pre-
conference workshops and conference will be held at 
Laramie County Community College in Cheyenne, WY, 
on March 11, 12, and 13. The pre-conference on Friday 
is offering the Minnesota Bee Squad and two different 
workshops. The main conference offers everything 
from beginning beekeeping through journeymen and 
advanced beekeeping. For more information, please 
visit: http://www.wyomingbeecollege.org
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BY DEBORAH “JAKE” TUMINSKI

I AM FROM MAINE ORIGINALLY, and have recently 
retired from teaching health and physical education at the 
island school. I became fascinated with bees many years 

ago but started keeping bees four years ago. We bought the 
bees we currently have after moving them to Vinalhaven two 
years ago, and have been selling our honey and creams at 
local markets, co-ops in Rockland, stores in both Rockland 
and Camden, and the flea market on the island.

My bee partner, Jordan Radley, was a student of mine at 
Vinalhaven School. We bought our hives from Julie Record. 
Her husband, Doug Record, an amazing beekeeper on North 
Haven Island, had passed very suddenly.

Jordan has been keeping bees since he was 15 and is now 
21. He also has sheep, which he keeps at local farms on 
the island, as well as our bees. There is a long history of 
farming on these islands and we have apiaries at two of these 
beautiful salt water farms, one of which is now a thriving 
farm and farm market; the other is one of the oldest farms on 
Vinalhaven. Jordan’s family owns the local market in town 
(Carvers Harbor Market) and he is from multiple generations 
of islanders; his dad is a lobsterman. 

We now have 24 hives and sell our honey under the label 
of Fox Islands Apiaries. Our goal is to have mite-free bees 
and are hoping to get all of the hives on the island in the 
same treatment schedule to eradicate mites here (which Doug 
had done on North Haven).

After the drought last summer, we had to leave more 
honey with the bees to get them through the winter. We 
requeened several hives, dealt with mite issues, and bought 

Jake feeding pollen patties to hives to stimulate brood production and 
supplement food stores for the spring bees after a long winter!

new packages. We feel that having so many hives has 
taught us much about keeping bees and all of the challenges 
of beekeeping, but we also have gained an even greater 
appreciation for how the bees contribute to our environment! 
We strive to eradicate mites on the island and are hoping to 
coordinate treatments with other island beekeepers to have a 
mite-free island. 



BACKYARDBEEKEEPING.IAMCOUNTRYSIDE.COM     7BACKYARDBEEKEEPING.IAMCOUNTRYSIDE.COM     7

Jordan and Jake splitting hives at the Grange.

Eight-year-old Jack, summer helper.
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Jordan Radley and his dad, Chris Radley, carrying hives.

We brought 19 hives across the thoroughfare in a 14-foot skiff in 
December, in snowy, rough and icy conditions. COVID-19 had pretty 
much closed down both islands. It took us around 22 trips with our 
bees and all of the equipment Doug had accumulated over a 30-plus 
career as a beekeeper.
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Read more about Fox Islands Apiaries in our  
Hive Minds feature on page 44.

Follow Fox Islands Apiaries on  
Instagram @foxislandsapiaries 
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ask the expert 
with rusty burlew

RUSTY BURLEW is a master beekeeper in 
Washington State with an undergraduate 
degree in agronomic crops and a master’s 
degree in environmental studies with an 
emphasis on pollination ecology. Rusty 
owns HoneyBeeSuite.com, and is the 
director of the Native Bee Conservancy of 
Washington State.

Ask the Bee Expert! 
Visit backyardbeekeeping.iamcountryside.com and get answers to your beekeeping challenges  

through our live interactive chat. You can also email us at editor@countrysidemag.com or mail your 
inquiries to: Bee Expert, 1503 SW 42nd St, Topeka, KS 66609.

10     FEBRUARY/MARCH 2022  |  BACKYARD BEEKEEPING

Can I Feed Bees Honey From Another Hive?
Bill from Washington writes: 

I have a five-gallon bucket of raw honey a friend found when he bought a place owned by an 
old survivalist. Can bees use that in the spring to start the year or even fill frames with it?

Rusty Burlew replies:

The worst problem with an old bucket of honey isn’t 
age or crystallization. Even though older honey usually 
has higher levels of hydroxymethylfurfural (HMF) than 
fresh honey, the amount is usually negligible as a factor 
in bee health. Crystallized honey is easy to feed and 
safe, so that’s not an issue either.

The real question is whether the honey is 
contaminated with spores of American foulbrood 
(AFB). If any of the colonies that produced it had 
AFB, the honey can easily become contaminated. And 

when you have a large bucket, the honey is likely 
from multiple colonies, which increases the chances of 
contamination. 

The spores of AFB have been found viable after 70 
years, and they may survive even longer than that. 
If bees eat that honey, the disease could break out in 
the colony. The worst problem for beekeepers is not 
the loss of the colony but the necessity of burning at 
least the frames, scorching the boxes, and sanitizing 
all the equipment that may have come into contact 
with the infected bees. Burning diseased hives is still 
the recommended treatment because the disease is so 
highly contagious among colonies and the spores live 
for so long.

The antibiotics that were once widely used to 
suppress AFB, such as Terramycin and tylosin, now 
require a prescription or veterinary directive, an 
expensive and time-consuming process.

All-in-all it’s better not to feed the honey to 
bees, although you could still use it for personal 
consumption. AFB spores have no effect on humans. 
They only germinate in bee brood that are less than 
three days old. 
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Can I Use Honey  
in a Pail Feeder?

David D from Massachusetts asks: 
I have some honey, my own, that I want to feed back 
to the bees. I would like to use a pail feeder. Does the 
honey need to be diluted to do this? If so, what would 

the proportions of water to honey?

Rusty Burlew replies:

You can try putting honey directly in a pail feeder, 
but I find it tends to crystallize in the holes after a few 
days.

If you want to make an equivalent of 1:1 syrup, take 
the amount of syrup you have and multiply it by 0.6, 
then add that amount of water to your honey. For 
example, if you have one quart of honey (32 ounces) 
multiplying 32 by 0.6 gives you 19.2. Adding 19.2 
ounces of water to the quart of honey gives you a 
solution of 25.6 ounces of water and 25.6 ounces of 
sugar by volume.

This works because nearly all honey is approximately 
20% water and 80% sugar. If you want 20% water and 
80% sugar, you need to add 60% more water to the 
volume of the original solution. The amount of sugar 
in the honey is 0.8 times 32 ounces or 25.6, and the 
amount of water is 6.4 ounces plus 19.2 ounces or 25.6 
ounces.

Pail Feeder, courtesy of 
Blue Sky Bee Supply

If you want to 2:1 syrup, you multiply the total 
number of ounces by 20% and add that to the original 
solution. So, if you have 32 ounces of honey that is 20% 
water, you multiply 32 by 0.2 and get 6.4 ounces of 
water, which you add to your honey. That gives you 
25.6 ounces of sugar to 12.8 ounces of water (6.4 + 6.4) 
which is twice as much sugar as water or 2:1.

The calculations come out slightly different if you 
use weight measurements instead of volume, but 
for practical purposes, you can use either weight 
or volume and get similar results. Remember that 
bees collect nectar from flowers with sugar content 
ranging from 4% to 7%, so variations in the amount of 
sugar in syrup don’t mean much to bees.

Because the sugar concentrations are not 
important, I just add enough water until it looks 
right and pour it in the feeder. This avoids a lot 
measuring, dirty containers, and math, but either 
way will work. 
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How Do I Configure My Top Bar Hive?

Rusty Burlew replies:  

It’s customary to put the brood nest along with any 
pollen in the center. Then put the frames of honey on 
both sides of that. In the case of your top bar hive, you 
should first decide how many frames you will use to 
start. So, if you use your follower board to shorten 
the hive to, say, 14 frames total, put the empty brood 
frames in the center of the 14, and put honey on both 
sides. They don’t need a lot of empty frames to start 
and your three partially filled brood frames should be 
plenty. Attach your queen cage to one of those three 
and your package will cluster around her.

The new colony will use the nectar and pollen closest 
to the brood nest first, freeing up space for more brood. 
As the nest expands, the bees will use the honey in 
the adjacent frames, making even more room. Any 

additional nectar that comes it will be stored further 
away. This sequence of eating the old honey first and 
storing new honey further away is often mistaken for 
moving honey. It looks that way, but it’s not the same 
thing.

If your top bar hive opens at the end (warm-way 
configuration), you may want to place the three empty 
brood frames closer to the opening. So instead of 
putting them in positions 6, 7, and 8 (about the middle 
of 14) you can put them in position 3, 4, and 5 from the 
opening. This makes the nest a little quicker to access 
for the bees, yet they are still protected from drafts.

If your top bar hive opens on the side (cold-way 
configuration, like a Langstroth), putting the empty 
brood frames right in the center will work fine. None of 
this is critical, so don’t worry too much about it. If the 
bees don’t like your configuration, they will “fix” it. 

Bill Chappell writes: 
Last September (in the Pacific Northwest), the queen in my top bar hive died. And, of course, the 
rest of the bees followed. I cleaned out all of the dead bees and removed a few of the partially full 

honey combs. I left in the hive: three full combs of honey that fell off the bar, seven full or partially 
full combs of honey still attached to the combs, three partially full brood comb with a combination 
of pollen and honey in it (no brood). They were all left in the hive over the winter, and the hive was 
covered with a screen. It got below freezing multiple times this winter, so I didn’t worry about wax 
moths. Soon, I will be installing a package of bees in a top bar hive that I built this spring. It holds 

24 bars; the old hive held 17. The new hive does have a false back, so I can limit or expand the length 
of the inside of the hive. How many, of what type of comb, and in what order (or location) would you 

place the new comb in the new hive? Thank you!
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Why Are There So Many Bee 
Droppings on the Outside of 

My Hives?

Kathie of Cleveland writes: 
I am an urban beekeeper in Cleveland. We over-wintered 

our bees in two deeps. The bees largely remained in the top 
box all winter. We have had a cold wet, snowy spring. I have 
been noticing bee poop pretty much all over the outside of the 
hive. I read about dysentery vs Nosema. This is concerning. 
I don’t know what my next step should be. The bees appear 
normal when last we did our bee hive inspection. That was 
about two weeks ago. At that time, we gave them a pollen 

patty. There was not a lot of poop at that time. But when we 
started having huge fluctuations in the weather, it got worse.

Rusty Burlew replies: 

Since you’ve done your reading, you know that 
Nosema disease and honey bee dysentery are two 
unrelated conditions that may occur at the same time. 
One does not cause the other, so the presence of fecal 
spots in or around the hive is not a sign of Nosema.

Fecal droppings are most often seen in the spring 
when bees that have been confined all winter take their 
first spring flights. If it is cold outside, they cannot 
fly very far without getting chilled, so they drop their 
feces near the hive, often hitting the roof, the landing 
board, or the side walls. This is completely normal, 
but it may be more noticeable after the bees eat pollen 
patties because the patties contain more solid material 
than honey alone.

Also, droppings may be more numerous after 
periods of good weather because the bees are more 

tempted to go outside and relieve themselves. In 
addition, periods of good weather tend to amplify 
the fecal accumulation because it is less likely to be 
washed away daily by rain or snow. Instead of an 
accumulation of two to three days, you may see a 
week’s worth or more.

You say you inspected the colony and the bees 
appear normal. If that’s the case, then you shouldn’t 
be worried about Nosema. Had you found a shrunken 
colony of dead and dying bees, or lethargic bees barely 
able to move, then I would wonder about Nosema. A 
colony heavily-infected by Nosema does not look or 
behave normally.

If you are still concerned about Nosema, you may be 
able to find someone in a local bee club who can test 
for you. You’ll need about 25 to 50 bees to complete the 
test. It can be done in just a few minutes with a 400x 
microscope and a little know-how. 
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Reversing Brood Boxes in the 
Spring — Is It Necessary?

Jeanne Waligroski Behrens asks:
I have one overwintered hive that has two deeps. None of the bees are 

entering through the bottom hive and the bees are entering the top deep 
through the cracks. They are feeding on sugar water on the landing board 
below then entering on top. There were a lot of dead bees that I cleaned out 

of the screen underneath. Do I have to take it apart to see what’s up? Would 
drilling a hole about 9/16 inch in both — or just top box — help? 

Rusty Burlew replies:

During the summer and fall, the bee colony packs 
honey above and to the sides of the brood nest. As the 
winter progresses, the bees eat their way through the 
food stores. As they eat, the entire winter cluster moves 
up, following the food. By spring, most colonies are in the 
upper brood box.

Because the colony is near the top, the bees are most 
likely to use a top entrance, even an unintentional one, 
as you have. This is normal. Since you are feeding syrup 
at the bottom, it is likely easier for the bees to move the 
syrup up on the outside, where they can fly, instead of on 
the inside, where they must walk.

Because of this phenomenon, many beekeepers begin 
spring by “reversing brood boxes,” which just means 
switching the two so that the cluster is on the bottom. 
Some beekeepers do this routinely, while some never do 
it. It’s not necessary because, as the brood nest expands, 
the queen will eventually begin laying in the bottom box, 
especially if you use a queen excluder to keep the queen 

out of the honey supers. Whether you reverse the boxes is 
just a matter of beekeeper preference.

Lots of dead bees on the bottom screen is also normal 
for an overwintered colony because bees die every 
day. By spring, there can be quite an accumulation, but 
normally the bees have it cleared out before too long. An 
occasional yellowjacket or other predatory insect is also 
not unusual. I wouldn’t worry about a lone yellowjacket, 
but if you start seeing many, you can add a robbing screen 
to keep them out of the hive.

Drilling one hole in the top box should be enough. I 
think 9/16 inch is a bit small, though, because it can get 
congested in a hurry. I recommend one inch. If you have 
a standard electric drill, you can get a hole saw at your 
home improvement store that should fit your drill. A hole 
saw looks like a metal cylinder with teeth on one end. If 
you want, you can also buy plastic plugs that can be used 
to close the hole in winter. Then in spring, you just pop 
them out again. Just make sure to buy a plug the same 
size as your hole saw.

We hope this helps! Good luck with your hives! 
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What Are the Pros and Cons of 
Using Nine Frames vs 10 Frames?

Dave D. asks: 
What are the pros and cons of using nine frames in the 
brood boxes? If one wished to go from nine frames to 10 

frames, how should it be done?

Rusty Burlew replies:

When the frames in a 10-frame brood box get so 
jammed and stuck together that hive inspection becomes 
impossible, beekeepers often reduce the number of frames 
to nine. With fewer frames, it is easier to free the first one, 
and after that, the rest are easy.

If you start with 10 frames and want to maintain 10, 
you need to scrape away the wax and propolis frequently, 
especially around the top where the frames rest on the 
rabbet. In that area, the frames tend to get wider and 
wider until they are all glued together. Sometimes, when 
you lift one frame with a hive tool, many others come 
along with it.

Going from nine frames to 10 is more difficult because 
wherever the bees find extra space, they build combs 
that are wider. In a brood box, you will find wide combs 
on the end frames and at the top and sides of the other 
frames — wherever the bees store honey. The brood-
rearing areas tend to be normal width because the size of 
brood doesn’t vary much.

To go to 10 frames and maintain bee space, I would start 

by scraping away the beeswax and propolis wherever 
you find it. Then I would go through the frames and pull 
out any that have extra-wide combs. You can either cut 
away these combs entirely or shave them with your hive 
tool until the cells are about as tall as a brood cell. You 
needn’t worry about the damage because the bees will 
quickly patch things up.

Once you have all the high spots removed, try inserting 
the 10th frame. You may have to repeat the process until 
you get the last frame to fit. Needless to say, this process 
is easier without bees. If you are working in a box with 
live bees in it, try to do it when the population is low, 
such as late winter or early spring when some of the 
frames are still empty.

Bees don’t generally add bee space in tight quarters. 
In fact, they are more likely to connect two combs that 
are very close. I don’t know of any major downsides to 
using nine frames instead of 10 except that you have 
fewer bees per box and more space for them to build burr 
comb. It’s mostly a personal choice between battling with 
hard to remove frames or battling with burr comb and 
inconveniently wide combs. 
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beekeeping 101

BY CAPPY TOSETTI

Honey Bees Bring 
Hope to Rural Appalachia

AMAZINGLY, SOMETHING 
SO SMALL can make such a 
big difference in the lives of 

men and women looking for new skills 
and job opportunities. Thanks to the 
industrious honey bee, there’s hope 
on the horizon for many unemployed 
individuals in rural Appalachia, West 
Virginia.

In recent years, the region has 
lost many industry jobs such as coal 
mining, oil, and gas extraction, and 
manufacturing, resulting in a displaced 
population looking for new means 
of income and a way to provide for 
one's family. It’s been a disheartening 
situation, causing many financial and 
emotional problems that chip away at a 
person’s confidence and sense of pride.

Since 2017, the Appalachian 
Beekeeping Collective in Lewisburg, 
West Virginia, has addressed this dire 
situation with great determination. 
The nonprofit organization trains 
and supports individuals interested 
in becoming partner beekeepers 
and provides bees, hive boxes, and 
equipment at no cost. They also help 
with honey production, assisting with 
extraction, bottling, labeling to FDA 
standards, and marketing.

The curriculum includes topics 
on forest ecosystems, honey bee 
evolution, biology and bee behavior, 
the history of beekeeping, principles 
of pollination, understanding hives 
and honeycombs, pests and diseases, 
worldwide threats to pollinators, 

necessary equipment and gear, and the 
fundamentals for operating a successful 
beekeeping business, including 
management and marketing endeavors. 
Since its inception, ABC has taught 
and continues to mentor over 100 
enthusiastic entrepreneurs in business 
for themselves. Others in the region are 
eager to learn as more classes fill the 
calendar.

The Appalachian Beekeeping 
Collective is a project of Appalachian 
Headwaters, a nonprofit organization 
focused on ecological restoration 
and environmental education, with 
programs that promote a healthy 
environment and a strong economy in 
Appalachia.

One of their primary programs is 
restoring native forests on former 
mountaintop-removal coal mining sites 
in the area. Presently, the organization 
is establishing native forests and 
restoring streams on two former mines 
totaling over 5,000 acres. They also 
have an extensive native plant program 
that propagates and grows seedlings for 
reforestation projects.

The organization is expanding its 
environmental education programs in 
public schools and Camp Waldo, an 
environmentally focused summer camp 
for children in grades four through 10. 
Its goal is to encourage youngsters 
to respect, conserve, and protect the 
environment with various outdoor 
programs and activities.

In 2020, Headwaters launched the 
Appalachian Pollinator Center, an 
environmental education and research 
program focused on the ecology of 
honey bees and habitats, along with a 
strong emphasis on protecting native 
pollinators and plants in the region. 

Environmental Stewardship
West Virginia’s Appalachia has a 

rich history of beekeeping with an 
abundance of hardwood forests and 
wildflower meadows providing high-
quality forage. Pollen and nectar-rich 
blossoms from sourwood, basswood 
(linden), tulip poplar, and black locust 
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trees are a favorite of honey bees, 
producing remarkable and distinctive 
honey unique to the area. Generations 
of families in the area have had a close 
connection with the land. Preserving 
that heritage and helping individuals 
prosper is paramount.

“The Appalachian Beekeeping 
Collective is an amazing program 
that literally changes lives,” explains 
Mark Lilly, Head Beekeeper for the 
organization. “It’s more than providing 

SPECIAL 
RECOGNITION

Speaking of honey, there’s 
exciting news buzzing about 
at the office at Appalachian 
Beekeeping Collective. Kate 
Asquith, Director of Programs 
and Outreach at Appalachian 
Headwaters, just returned from 
a special ceremony: The Made 
in the South Awards presented 
by Garden & Gun Magazine, 
the annual event that honors 
the region’s talented artisans, 
creative makers, small 
business owners, and other 
entrepreneurs. There are six 
categories:  Food, Drink, Home, 
Style, Outdoors, and Crafts.

This year’s food winner 
is Appalachian Beekeeping 
Collective’s Black Locust 
Honey, awarded by the event’s 
2021 food judge, four-time 
James Beard winner, 

Andrew Zimmern — chef, 
author, restaurateur, food 
critic, and radio and television 
host. All entries by ABC 
were heralded with rave 
reviews, including the delicate 
sourwood, buttery basswood, 
robust red Tulip Poplar, and 
the flagship, Appalachian 
Honey, made from a wide 
variety of forest wildflowers. 
But the Black Locust took the 
blue ribbon. Zimmern’s notes 
included comments about the 
distinctive forest-based honey 
with its touch of vanilla and 
hint of mint, declaring it’s that 
extra-special kind of honey one 
would choose when slathering 
a spoonful on a freshly baked 
biscuit!

a new career path for individuals; it’s 
gives people a glimmer of hope and a 
new direction that somewhere was lost 
before. It’s a wonderful thing to watch 
as folks discover they can achieve new 
skills that will change and brighten 
their future.”

Mark’s life also changed because 
of the organization. Beekeeping has 
been a favorite hobby for many years 
since first learning about apiculture 
from his grandfather. His interest grew 
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For more information 
on the Appalachian 
Beekeeping Collective, 
natural honey products, 
and profiles on individual 
partner beekeepers:
www.abchoney.org              
info@appheadwaters.org             
304 645-9008

as an adult, taking classes and getting 
involved with various organizations. 
Mark is an EAS Master Beekeeper 
(Eastern Apiculture Society), West 
Virginia Master Beekeeper, secretary 
for the West Virginia Beekeepers 
Association, and president of 
the Raleigh County Beekeepers 
Cooperative Association.

When Mark retired from over 
30 years in the insurance industry, 
he was delighted to learn about the 
Appalachian Beekeeping Collective, 
especially hearing there was a position 
open for head beekeeper. He never 

CAPPY TOSETTI lives in Asheville, North Carolina with her three rescue 
dogs that help her with Happy with Cappy Pet Sitting. She’s putting things 
in motion to someday crisscross the country in a vintage travel trailer visiting 
draft horse and goat farms. cappyt@att.net

dreamed something so interesting 
would come along at this time in life, 
but doors have a way of opening up 
new horizons.

Each day is different for Mark. He 
says he's a jack-of-all-trades, which 
brings great variety to the job. His 
primary responsibility is teaching 
— being an instructor and mentor, 
helping residents learn every aspect of 
beekeeping in the classroom and out in 
the field.  

“There’s something special when 
things begin to click,” Mark explains. 
“That moment when an individual 
lights up with enthusiasm, realizing 
they have newfound skills and an 
opportunity to use what they’ve learned 
with new purpose and focus. It’s so 
rewarding watching a person’s self-
confidence build as they go through 
the program and begin a new career in 
beekeeping.” 

Between teaching assignments, Mark 
travels the region giving educational 
presentations on beekeeping and the 
organization. It’s something he enjoys 
thoroughly, whether it’s for a large 
gathering in a community center or 
stopping by to meet with folks on the 
front porch. Sharing an interest in 
beekeeping and the environment comes 
from the heart.  

Mark also checks on hives and keeps 
busy with repairs and replenishing 
equipment. He never knew retirement 
could be so exciting. There’s something 
to be said about following one;s bliss. 
Mark Lilly can truthfully say it’s the 
bee’s knees!

Congratulations Beekeepers! 
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MORE 
THAN A 
HONEY 
FARM!

Offering a full line of 
beekeeping supplies.

hansenhoneyfarm.com
715-369-0383
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YOU HAVE YOUR 
EQUIPMENT. You have your 
bee suit. You’re ready to get 

your first bees. Excited? You should 
be. The art of beekeeping is endlessly 
fascinating.

But as a novice, you’ll have a steep 
learning curve. Don’t be discouraged; 
everyone has to start somewhere. To 
help smooth your path, here are some 
things every novice beekeeper should 
know.

1. Learn learn learn, then learn some 
more. Attend classes. Read articles. 
Read books. Watch videos. Talk to 
experts. Find a mentor. Learn as much 
as you can before getting your bees.

2. Read the bees. To some extent, 
your bees are a mirror. They mirror 
your mood, your attitude, your scent, 
your clothing, and your movements. 
Learn when and how to handle them. 
Environmental conditions greatly 
influence bees' defensive behavior. Rain 

or thundery conditions leave a lot of 
irritable bees in the hive with nothing 
to do but sting whoever is disturbing 
them. Your best bet is to wait for 
sunny, warm conditions to work a hive. 
Keep your mood positive and your 
movements slow and deliberate.

3. Don’t focus on harvesting honey. 
Bees don’t make honey for you; 
they make it for themselves to tide 
them over the winter. Many novice 
beekeepers get carried away by this 
apian miracle and harvest too much, 
leaving the bees deprived of their 
winter food source. At this stage, your 
goal is to learn to raise bees, not honey. 
Be patient. Once you understand the 
science of raising bees, the time will 
come when your ladies will produce 
plenty of surplus honey for you to 
harvest.

4. Consider increasing your number 
of hives. Most novice beekeepers 
understandably want to start with a 

single hive, but the chance of a single 
hive failing within two years is over 
50%. Once novices face hive loss, they 
must either buy bees year after year or 
think they've failed and lose interest. 
Instead, start with at least two hives. 
Even better, consider keeping between 
six and 10 hives. This gives some 
wiggle room and allows you to split 
healthy colonies to rebuild the stock 
and replace losses.

5. Don't hesitate to feed. Depending 
on your climate, weather, and season — 
as well as the availability of flowering 
plants — your bees may need an extra 
boost of sugar water. Don’t assume 
everything is fine just because the bees 
are active. Most new colonies will need 
feeding to help them get established and 
provide the energy necessary to build 
honeycomb. If your hives have comb in 
place and stored honey — and, crucially, 
they stop taking the sugar water — 
pause in feeding for two or three weeks, 
then offer the sugar water again.

Twelve Things Every Novice 
Beekeeper Should Know

BY PATRICE LEWIS
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6. Keep an eye on the queen. This is 
one good reason to inspect your hive: 
to make sure the queen is still healthy 
and active. You don’t necessarily have 
to see her in person. Instead, look for a 
good pattern of hive health — capped 
brood, eggs, larvae, etc.

7. Don't ignore varroa mites hoping 
they will go away. They won’t. 
Some enterprising (and experienced) 
beekeepers are experimenting with 
leaving their hives untreated (selecting 
for hives that can survive untreated for 
mites, then splitting those healthy hives 
to increase the natural resistance of 
their populations). But this takes time 
and experience. For novice beekeepers, 
keep those mites in check through 
treatment, or you may lose your hives.

8. Leave your bees alone. Having just 
said you should feed, check the queen, 
and inspect for mites, try not to open 
the hives too often — perhaps once a 
week. When you first get your hives, 
leave them alone for at least two weeks 
to settle in and reconnoiter the area. The 
more you open the hive, the more the 
hive's health and progress are disrupted. 
Too many interruptions and bees may 
even decide to leave the hive. Nothing 
prevents you from taking a seat a short 
distance away and quietly watching 
their activity, however. “Bee traffic” is 
a helpful indicator.

9. Place your hives carefully. While 
sunny locations are best, they may 
need some shade in hot climates. Hives 
are usually oriented to face south (for 
maximum sunlight), but keep in mind 
this means they will be very active 
for about five to 10 feet from their 
entrance. The hives will need protection 
against high winds and predators 
such as bears. You'll need clearance 
and space to work — many experts 
recommend a 10-foot radius around the 
hives. The spot should be flat and stable 
so that hives won't tip.

10. Learn beekeeper responsibilities 
— to your bees, to yourself, and your 
neighbors. For yourself, make sure 
you’re appropriately attired and use a 
smoker. Keep unattired family members 
away (especially children). Some 
municipalities require urban beekeepers 
to take classes, pass a test, and register 
their hives to keep bees within city 
limits. It’s also the courteous thing to 
alert your neighbors to the presence of 
hives. You should provide your bees 
with water (so they don't drink from 
the neighbor's birdbaths or swimming 
pools) and build solid fences so the 
bees will fly higher and not smack into 
the neighbors as they unknowingly 
intercept beelines while moving about 
their yard.

11. Prepare your hives properly for 
winter. Don’t overwrap your hives — 
they need ventilation, and wrapping the 
hives so moisture can’t escape will kill 
the bees through freezing condensation. 
Unless you live in a climate with 
bitterly cold winters, often the best 
thing you can do is protect the hives 
from wind and leave the rest up to the 
bees.

PATRICE LEWIS is a wife, 
mother, homesteader, 
homeschooler, author, blogger, 
columnist, and speaker. An 
advocate of simple living 
and self-sufficiency, she has 
practiced and written about 
self-reliance and preparedness 
for almost 30 years. She is 
experienced in homestead 
animal husbandry and small-
scale dairy production, food 
preservation and canning, 
country relocation, home-based 
businesses, homeschooling, 
personal money management, 
and food self-sufficiency. 

Follow her website: 
patricelewis.com/ or  
blog: rural-revolution.com/

12. Failure is part of learning. Don’t 
give up, even if you lose your hives. 
Learn from your mistakes and start 
again. 
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BY MICHELE ACKERMAN

AS A BEEKEEPER, I often field questions about 
flying, stinging insects.

Sometimes people wonder what stung them and 
how long the effects will last. Other times, they wonder if 
they have “good bees" that they should safely relocate to a 
good home or have “bad bees" that they should destroy.

The descriptions below can help you determine whether 
those winged insects should “bee” left alone to do their job or 
given a wide berth and perhaps removed.

General Description
Bees and wasps are distant relatives  — members of the 

Hymenoptera order — so they look alike and behave alike.

Honey Bee, Yellowjacket, Paper Wasp
What’s the Difference?

Along with their ant cousins, they are eusocial beings, 
with multiple generations living together in a single nest and 
cooperatively caring for juveniles. The colony has an egg-
laying queen and non-reproducing workers. Females have 
a special ovipositor used to lay eggs (queen) or modified as 
a stinger (workers). Males do not have ovipositors, so they 
cannot sting.

When they sting, they release pheromones that recruit 
others to the target. By striking in mass, the tiny insect can 
defend itself against a much larger threat.

Honey bees are hairy and nearly as wide as they are tall. 
Their wings spread from their bodies like those on airplanes. 
Honey bees can sting just once, and then they die. When 
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they sting, their barbed stinger separates from their abdomen 
and is left in the victim. Because of this, they will do so only 
when necessary.

Wasps, on the other hand, can sting multiple times without 
dying. Wasp is a generic term for more than a hundred 
thousand species of narrow-wasted insects. The ill-natured 
members of the Vespidae suborder include yellowjackets, 
hornets, and paper wasps.

HONEY BEES

ESSENTIAL OILS STING REMEDY
There are many home remedies 

for stings. Though not supported by 
scientific research, they have been 
handed down for generations, and 
many swear by them. The one below 
uses essential oils.

In a one-ounce spray bottle, add 
five drops Purify (essential oil by 
doTERRA)*, five drops lavender, two 
drops clove, two drops peppermint, 
five drops basil, and a few squirts 
of witch hazel. Fill the rest of the 
bottle with a half/half mix of aloe and 
fractionated coconut oil.

*If you wish to make your own  
“Purify” blend, combine:
90 drops lemongrass
40 drops tea tree
65 drops rosemary
40 drops lavender
11 drops myrtle
10 drops citronella

Honeybees collecting nectar and pollen are a familiar summer site. Hairs 
on a honeybee’s body are ideal for collecting pollen, which is carried 
back to the hive in pollen sacks on its legs.

The wings on a honeybee spread like those on airplanes. Wasps and 
hornets hold their wings close to their bodies.

Yellowjackets are often confused with honey bees and European paper 
wasps because each is striped yellow and black. Note the black antennae 
and smooth body of the yellowjacket pictured above.

Honey bees are striped black and amber yellow. They are 
about ½” long.

They are more interested in doing their job — collecting 
nectar and pollen — than stinging. They sting when a 
predator threatens them or their hive. They may also sting if 
they get caught in your hair or garments. If this happens, stay 
calm and try to release them.

I have always been stung by “accident” or when careless. 
Often, it happens because I squish a bee with my fingers 
picking up a frame. Or they become defensive during an 
inspection, especially if I dilly dally in inclement weather. This 
is understandable as I am essentially tearing apart their house 
and exposing its innards as I take out frames and move boxes.

I have also been stung on the foot while wearing flip-flops 
for a quick check on the bees. One learns quickly to respect 
them. When I make rounds now, I wear shoes. And when I 
open the hive for ANY reason, I suit up.

YELLOWJACKETS
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Yellowjackets are wasps that are often confused with 
honey bees because they are striped black and yellow and 
of similar size. However, the yellow of the yellowjacket is 
brighter, its body is smooth, and its wings are held close.

Yellowjackets are notoriously aggressive. Often, these 
nuisances are the uninvited guests at picnics and have a 
reputation for stinging without cause. They are scavengers 
that feed on sugary substances and protein sources like meat 
and dead insects.

They can be differentiated from other wasps and bees by 
their nests, typically underground with an opening at the 
ground surface.

Yellowjackets are archenemies of honeybees and the bane 
of beekeepers due to their predatory habits. If numbers are 
large and the colony weak, yellowjackets can rob a hive of its 
nectar, honey, and pollen and kill the bees and brood.

BALD-FACED HORNETS European hornets are large, up to 1” long. They are 
distinctively marked, with a reddish-brown and yellow 
head, reddish-brown and black thorax, and black and yellow 
abdomen. 

European hornets build in dark, hollow cavities like trees, 
barns, and attics.

They feed on sugar-rich foods and other insects, including 
yellowjackets. Hornets generally sting when their nest is 
threatened.

PAPER WASPS

A European hornet is easily identified by its yellow, reddish-brown, and 
black coloring.

Paper wasp is a generic term for many varieties of slender-waisted 
insects. They are also called "umbrella wasps" because their 
characteristic nests dangle upside down from a single thread.

beekeeping 101

Bald-faced hornets are black with white markings on 
their head and the tip of their abdomen. They are about 
5/8” long. Not true hornets, they are more closely related to 
yellowjackets.

Like yellowjackets, they feed on sugary substances and 
protein sources. They generally sting when their nest is 
threatened.

Bald-faced hornets may be easiest to identify by their 
aerial, ball-shaped paper nests built-in tree canopies. They 
can be as large as a football or basketball.

Bees and wasps are distant relatives — members of the Hymenoptera order 
— so they look alike and behave alike. Along with their ant cousins, they 
are eusocial beings, with multiple generations living together in a single 

nest and cooperatively caring for juveniles.

EUROPEAN HORNETS
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MICHELE ACKERMAN is an urban beekeeper in 
greater Columbus, Ohio, and proprietor of Blondie’s 
Bees and Balms (bees.micheleackerman.com). She 
writes a blog, The Bad Beekeeper, to keep bee 
enthusiasts in the loop about her journey with honey 
bees. She also maintains about 150 different varieties 
of flowers, shrubs, and trees.

Paper wasps are brown, black, red, or striped and can be up 
to ¾” long. They are beneficial as they prey on agricultural 
and horticultural pests.

European paper wasps are commonly mistaken for 
yellowjackets. European paper wasps have yellow antennae 
and fly with their legs dangled. Yellowjackets have black 
antennae and fly with their legs behind them.

Also known as “umbrella wasps,” paper wasps construct 
nests that dangle from porch ceilings, window and door 
frames, and light fixtures from a single thread. The structure 
of wasp abodes is easy to see in these nests because the 
hexagonal cells are exposed underneath.

Paper wasps are the least aggressive of the Vespidae 
suborder but will sting if their nest is threatened. Because 
they dwell near humans, they are often deemed pests. If left 
alone, though, paper wasps usually move on when they are 
done using a nest. 

Ultimately, all insects have a purpose for Mother Nature. 
By human standards, though, they are not all created equally. 
This rule of thumb may help you avoid aggressive stingers:

Amber yellow and black, hairy, wings like airplanes = 
good bee.

Slender, smooth body, wings close to body = potential 
fiend, steer clear. 

 
 AFTER EFFECTS OF A STING

Call your local emergency 
services if you experience 
allergic reaction symptoms, such 
as difficulty breathing, hives, or 
dizziness, or have been stung 
multiple times. For people who 
are allergic, a sting can cause 
anaphylactic shock. To be prepared, 
carry an epinephrine auto-injector 
(EpiPen).

Unless allergic, you can treat 
most stings at home. Mild to 
moderate reactions cause redness 
and swelling at the injection site. 
Swelling may gradually enlarge and 
itch in the coming days and then 
resolve over five to 10 days.
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BY ANGI SCHNEIDER

How to Set Up a  
Backyard Apiary

ABOUT SIX YEARS AGO our son (who was 12 at the time) told us he wanted to start 
keeping bees. Beekeeping was something we were interested in starting and this was 
just the push we needed to get the ball rolling. To prepare, we spent the next year or 

so reading and learning how to set up a backyard apiary with our son. A friend who is also a 
beekeeper, became our son’s beekeeping mentor.
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Three Questions to Ask Before 
Setting up a Backyard Apiary

1. Our first question that needed to be 
answered was, “Is beekeeping legal in 
our area?” Fortunately, we live outside 
the city limits on one and a half acres. 
Our county doesn’t have any laws or 
ordinances for beekeeping so we just 
needed to make sure that we knew and 
followed our state laws. To find out 
what laws and ordinances there are in 
your area for raising bees, you can call 
your local county extension agent or 
your city’s animal control department.

2. Next, we looked at our property 
to decide where to put the apiary. 
We knew we wanted the apiary to be 
away from the house and as far away 
as possible from our neighbors. Since 
we have such hot summers, we also 
needed a place that would provide some 
shade for the bees. We found the perfect 
space at the end of our chicken run. 
When you’re evaluating your property, 
make sure you take your climate into 
consideration. If you have hot summers, 
you will need to provide some shade 
for your bees. If you have very cold 
winters you might need to think about 
how you can provide a wind break for 
them.

3. Another question we needed to 
answer was, “Do we have enough 
food for the bees?” One of our goals 
as a family is to be as sustainable as 
possible. So, we certainly didn’t want 
to find ourselves in a situation where 
we needed to feed our bees syrup and 
pollen patties all the time. Of course, 
our property didn’t need to provide all 
that the bees needed since they will 
forage up to two miles away. But we 
were also experiencing a drought at the 
time which made the wildflowers and 
crops more scarce than usual. Because 
of this, we decided to just start with 
two hives. If you live in an urban area, 
the food issue will naturally limit the 
number of hives your property can 
support. If you live in a rural area 

ANGI SCHNEIDER lives with 
her family along the Texas Gulf 
Coast on 1.5 acres where they 
keep chickens and bees along 
with gardens and an orchard. 
Angi shares her simple living 
journey at:

schneiderpeeps.com
facebook.com/schneiderpeeps
instagram.com/schneiderpeeps

with a lot of gardens and farms, your 
property can support more hives.

Now that we knew how to raise 
bees and were confident that our 
property could support a few hives, 
it was time for us to actually start 
beekeeping.

Finding Beekeeping Supplies
A local friend who is also a 

beekeeper, offered to give our son one 
of his hives. It was a very generous 
thing to do. He gave our son a deep 
with a thriving hive. Another friend 
who is a woodworker built our son a 
top bar hive and gave it to him as a gift 
for his second hive.

It was interesting to see how 
excited friends were for our son’s new 
adventure. A third friend, whose dad 
used to keep bees, gave our son her 
dad’s old bee suit and veil. This was 
a good lesson for us; there are many 
older beekeepers that have beekeeping 
supplies stored away because no one 
in their family wants to keep bees. A 
few months later, we were able to find 
an older beekeeper that was willing to 
sell our son an extractor, several deeps 
and supers and a smoker for a very 
reasonable price.

Starting beekeeping is an 
investment but it doesn’t have to be 
super expensive. There are many 
places to buy beekeeping equipment 
but I’m going to encourage you to 
first ask around and try to find used 
equipment. Some good places to 
ask are your local county extension 
office and antique stores. As long as 
the equipment is clean and in good 
condition, there should not be any 
problem with using it in your apiary, 
especially if it’s been several years 
since it’s been used.

We also needed another set of bees. 
We ordered bees in the spring and 
installed them in the top bar hive. Over 
the years we’ve learned a lot about 
acquiring bees and what works for 
us. One of the things we’ve learned 

is that feral bees are hardier than 
purchased bees and that works better 
for us. Other beekeepers in our area 
don’t agree with keeping feral bees 
in their apiary and so packaged bees 
work better for them. In the spring, 
our son gets weekly calls asking him 
to come get a swarm off of someone’s 
property. Sometimes these swarms 
end up in our apiary and the rest are 
relocated to other local apiaries. We 
never planned on having our apiary 
full of feral beehives. Plans are great, 
but we’ve found that they often need 
to be adjusted. You’ll need to decide 
for yourself where you get your bees, 
but at least consider catching a swarm 
and relocating it.

Beekeeping has been an extremely 
rewarding, although sometimes 
frustrating, adventure for our family. 
It’s fun to go out to the bee yard and 
check out the bees. The honey is 
wonderful and the beeswax is useful 
in many ways. With some planning, 
most families can have a backyard 
apiary. 
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BY SHERRI TALBOT

hives and equipment 

Lessons Learned Building a
LAYENS HIVE

WHEN WE FIRST DEVELOPED the idea of a 
small homestead, we wanted to become as self-
sufficient as possible, slowly removing things 

from our diet that we could not raise ourselves or gain from 
local farmers. One of the most significant challenges would 
be removing white flour and sugars. Initially, we moved to 
stevia, but our goal is to sweeten entirely with maple syrup 
and honey.

To further this, we decided to raise bees. Like with 
everything here, however, we wanted to do it more naturally, 
easier on the bees, and easier on us. We can’t keep an entire 
field of bees, nor do we have the time to check on them, 
add boxes, or extract honey weekly. Therefore, we tried 
beekeeping with Layens hives. 

Part of this was the expense. It’s challenging to know 
when we will need what boxes. Prices were high, and I was 
concerned about swarms and a sudden need for another 
hive. Layens hives, on the other hand, could be built by 
my fabulous husband. He was eager to play in the new 
woodshop, and he found plans online for free.

Due to our Maine winters, we decided on the insulated 
version of the hive. It was slightly more expensive to build 
but hopefully will not require any extra care during the 
winter. The walls are lined with sheep wool that we could 
purchase from a nearby farm that raises sheep for meat. It 
contains 20 frames, and each frame is about twice the size of 
a Langstroth deep frame. 

Another concern was that Langstroth boxes often have to 
be lifted off the top, and I have a bad shoulder. If my husband 
were unavailable, I could not disassemble the boxes when 
they needed care. Layens hives, like all horizontal hives, 
only need frames removed for checks and maintenance. Due 
to the hive size, they take much longer to fill up; therefore, 
splits and swarms take longer to be a concern. Therefore, if 
we cannot get to the hives for several weeks, there will be no 
significant loss. 

This turned out to be a good decision since we ran into 
time issues before we even got to installing the bees! Two 
weeks before they were due, and we scrambled to make 
up for lost time — finishing two of the hives and making 
frames. Additionally, we were getting a nuc designed to fit a 
Langstroth hive, so we had to make adapters. 

Then the call came a week early to pick up the bees. 
We had the hives complete but unpainted and the adapters 

finished, but the frames weren’t wholly cut. This would mean 
letting them build into the box and then cutting the comb 
out later and attaching it to the frames. We had intentionally 
gotten more aggressive bees because we wanted bees who 
could defend themselves from invasion, even if it meant 
we had a more difficult time working around them. Now, 
we would be dealing with these little fighters up close and 
personal for an extended time. 

The fun began when we loaded them into the car, drove 
the hour-plus back to our home, and opened the trunk. The 
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seller had not packed the bees correctly or sealed the box. We 
had been riding in the car with most of our bees outside of 
the box! It was a rush to suit up, smoke them a bit, and then 
carefully carry them to their new homes. Additionally, we 
were unable to put them in the field as planned because we 
would never have kept them together for that long a walk! 
Instead, they sit out back, between the chicken pen and the 
woodshop. The fall flowers bloom more vigorously here, and 
bears are far more likely to raid hives far from the house (and 
barking dogs). 

We still didn’t get the frames built. Literally, as of the 
writing of this article, it has been almost two months, and the 
bees are still frameless. The hives are incredibly active, and 
we've both already been stung! But they are building into an 
open hollow, just as if we had given them a giant tree trunk 
to build into.

I must regularly remind myself of this important detail. 
Our failure to build a “correct” structure will, eventually, be 
a terrible inconvenience to us. Extracting honey will be a 
nightmare, and changing the combs over gets more difficult 
for us every week we stall. It hasn’t harmed them at all. In 
fact, in just this short time, the hives are full of bees and 
honey. We were initially warned not to harvest this fall, yet 
the hive is so packed that there will be no place to put more 
when the fall flowers bloom!

Signs of intruders fended off are visible, and our guineas 
often take a trip out under the tables to see if the bees have 
tossed them any beetles, dead bees, or other tasty treats. We 
want to build a more resilient bee, so while I know many will 
disagree with us, we are adopting a “survival of the fittest” 
style and will intervene as little as possible in our bees’ lives.

In the long run, will this be a successful venture? 
Only time will tell. Certainly, by the book, we have done 
everything completely wrong. And yet the bees seem to be 
thriving. Winter will certainly be the test, and come spring, 
we will lift the lid and see how our tiny warrior women 
remain and how bad at beekeeping we are. 

SHERRI TALBOT is the co-owner and operator of 
Saffron and Honey Homestead in Windsor, Maine. 
She raises endangered, heritage breed livestock 
and hopes someday to make education and writing 
on conservation breeding her full-time job. Details 
can be found at SaffronandHoneyHomestead.com 
or on Facebook at https://www.facebook.com/
SaffronandHoneyHomestead.
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TELESCOPING COVER: This is the “roof” of your 
hive. The cover hangs over 2". A brick, rock or 
other object should be used to weigh down the 
cover to keep predators out and the lid securely 
in place during a storm. 

INNER COVER: This sits on top of the topmost 
hive body (or super) and underneath the  
telescoping top cover.  

SUPER: This is a hive box used by the beekeeper 
to collect excess honey. Placed above the brood 
chamber, a healthy colony may fill several honey 
supers for the beekeeper in a single season.

HIVE BODY: This is a hive box that provides the 
honey bees a place for the queen to lay eggs 
and storage area for pollen and honey to be 
consumed.

SLATTED RACK: This is also called a brood rack. 
It provides an insulating pillow of air below the 
brood chamber to keep the honey bees cooler in 
summer and warmer in winter.

SCREENED BOTTOM BOARD: This option is said 
to give beekeepers greater mite control (because 
the mites fall out through the mesh instead of 
falling onto a solid board) and greater ventilation 
within the hive.

SOLID BOTTOM BOARDS: This option is the 
original design of a Langstroth hive, and can 
help keep the hive warmer but doesn’t offer the 
ventilation of a screened bottom board. Some 
beekeepers believe that a solid base encourages 
earlier brood rearing.

STAND WITH LANDING BOARD: This is the 
base of your hive. A hive stand reduces the 
amount of moisture getting into the hive form 
the ground and increases the longevity of your 
bottom board.

LANGSTROTH HIVE

A Langstroth hive is the most common beehive in developed countries. Lorenzo Lorraine Langstroth (the  
creator) observed that if 1 cm space was left between the cover of a hive and the top bars, that the bees would 
not fill it with burr comb or propolis—it was deemed walking around space. He realized that if he built a hive  
with this exact space he could have completely movable frames. The Langstroth hive is basically a box with  
10 wooden frames in it. The frames can have a foundation already installed or they can be foundationless. The 
bees fill one box at a time and when the box is 70% full, the beekeeper adds another box on top.

BACKYARD BEEKEEPING
backyardbeekeeping.iamcountryside.com

Excerpted from Build Your Own Beekeeping Equipment ©2013 by Anthony Pisano. 
Illustration by ©Melanie Powell. Used with permission from Storey Publishing.

A COMMON LANGSTROTH HIVE SETUP

FEEDER OPTIONS
Entrance feeder aka Boardman feeder (pictured above)

Top hive feeder
Division board feeder

Baggie feeder
External hive top feeder
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INSTALL PACKAGE BEES IN LANGSTROTH HIVE

Learning how to install package bees isn’t all that difficult, but if you are new to beekeeping, it can be helpful to 
review the process from start to finish. 

BACKYARD BEEKEEPING
backyardbeekeeping.iamcountryside.com

1. Remove the telescoping cover, 
inner cover, and three to four middle 
frames and set them aside.

2. Mist your packages with sugar 
water. If it’s below 60 degrees F, 
avoid this step as you don’t want to 
chill your bees. This gives the bees a 
little boost after a long journey.

3. Give the package one forceful 
shake to knock as many bees as 
possible to the bottom.

4. Remove the feeder container from 
the package.

5. Place a piece of clean 
cardboard or some other “lid” to 
prevent the bees from flying out at 
this point.

6. Grab the tab or the queen cage 
and shimmy it out. Remove the 
queen cage and inspect her (without 
releasing her!). She will have other 
bees clustering around her. You can 
brush them off gently with a feather 
or your gloved hand.

7. Replace the cork with a mini 
marshmallow. This gives the colony 
time to get used to their new 
queen while they eat through the 
marshmallow.

8. Place your queen cage. Position 
her evenly between two frames. 
If your queen cage has a metal 
tab, bend it around the frame. 
Otherwise, you can rubberband the 
queen cage around the frame until 
the queen is released.

9. Next, dump the bees into the hive.

10. Place the nearly empty package 
near the hive entrance and let the 
bees make their way into the hive 
throughout the day.

11. Gently replace the frames until 
all of your frames are back and 
evenly spaced.

12. Place a pollen patty on top of your 
frames between the inner cover or the 
top feeder, depending on your setup.

13. Place your feeder of choice — 
Boardsman, top feeder, in-frame 
feeder, to name a few. Fill your 
feeder with 1:1 sugar water and 
Honey B Healthy.

14. Return your inner cover and 
telescoping cover. You’ll want 
something heavy on top — like a 
brick — to protect against predators 
or a windy day. 

SUPPLIES FOR  
INSTALLATION DAY 
Spray bottle with sugar water
1:1 sugar water for feeder
Mini marshmallow (one per 
queen cage) — if your queen 
cages don’t have a candy cork
Small piece of clean cardboard 
(minimum 6”x6” should be 
plenty)
Hive tool
Pocket knife
Veil
Suit
Gloves
Lit smoker (optional)

PICK UP YOUR PACKAGE BEES
You’ll want to pick up your bees as soon as possible from your local dealer or 

from the post office. To control temperature and ward off any stray bees flying 
around your vehicle, a big sheet comes in handy. Keeping them in a trunk is 
acceptable as well, as long as it isn’t an exceptionally hot day. If you are unable 
to install them promptly, keep them in a temperate location (not too cold or 
hot), like a dark, draft-free basement, garage, or outbuilding. If they have run 
out of feed — generally a tin can inserted into the package — you can mist 
the outside of the package screen twice a day with a 1:1 sugar syrup in a clean 
spray bottle.

OKAY, LET’S INSTALL!
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HEALTH AND PESTS

BY BRIDGET MENDEL
PHOTOS BY JESSICA HELGEN

IT’S MARCH. DEPENDING ON 
where you live, your bees might 
be out foraging in a full-on spring 

situation, or maybe you’re like me here 
in Minnesota, staring at bare willow 
branches, willing those first glimmers 
of yellow-green to appear. It’s the most 
exciting time of year for beekeepers. 
The whole season is ahead of us. 
Everything is possible.

The only thing to dampen a spring 
mood is peaking into a colony and 
finding it completely, irrevocably, dead. 
The end of winter is a common time to 
find dead-outs, and a few things could 

cause death, but the cold in and of itself 
is not typically one of them. If bees die 
of cold, it’s probably in conjunction 
with wet (condensation gathering on an 
inner cover and dripping down) or in 
conjunction with dwindling cluster size, 
which in turn can be related to a failed 
or failing queen, or sick bees. A small 
cluster may dwindle into death or not 
maintain a stable temperature to keep 
spring brood warm. A small cluster also 
has a hard time moving up to access 
honey as needed and could end up 
starving.

While we often blame hunger and 

cold for winter bee deaths (what 
beekeeper hasn’t wished to bring 
her bees inside by the fire on a cold 
January night?), they are less-likely 
culprits. More often, bees die from 
high levels of mites and the viruses 
they vector. A large, healthy cluster 
going into winter with plenty of 
honey (in northern climates, we 
leave upwards of 80lbs per full-sized 
colony) should be able to withstand 
frigid temperatures. However, bees 
going into winter with high mite levels 
rarely make it through the following 
season.

Bees generate heat with their heads in cells. Frames with dead adult bees can be reused.

MY HIVE FAILED. NOW WHAT?
What Spring Dead-outs Tell You About Fall Management

“Fresh” (intact) looking bees means a recent death; decomposing, 
wet bees means they probably died before the new year.



BACKYARDBEEKEEPING.IAMCOUNTRYSIDE.COM     33

Lots of dead mites on the bottom baord is a clue to why your bees died 
over winter.

Mite frass visible on the sides of cell walls is an indicator that you had a 
mite problem.

How can you confirm what killed your bees? Two main 
places can provide you with clues. First is your beekeeping 
notebook (or app). Flip back to October/ November of last 
year: what were your mite levels going into winter? Did 
you do a good job managing them by providing high-count 
colonies with a fall treatment? Did you note any signs of 
disease, like deformed wings, dwindling cluster size, or 
brood disease? Did your bees have enough food stored at the 
time you wintered them?

Next, you can look into your dead-out colony for clues. 
If there’s honey left in the colony, you can pretty much rule 
out starvation. Looking at the bees closely, you can estimate 
when they died: “fresh” (intact) looking bees means a recent 
death; decomposing, wet bees means they probably died 
before the new year. 

It isn't recommended to reuse frames with dead brood in them.

Dead bees can be brushed off of frames and frames reused.

If you feed sugar syrup in fall, it can be found crystallized in the cells in 
spring. It can be confused with mite frass.
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HEALTH AND PESTS

What can you learn from 
your spring dead-outs? 
The number-one lesson 
is the importance of late 
summer management.

Mite poop (frass) is a pretty good clue that your bees died 
of high mite levels (and associated viral health problems). 
Mite poop looks like sugar crystals on the sides of brood 
cells. If you see a ton of this white stuff on the outside cells 
of food frames, circle back to your notebook to determine if 
this is a colony you fed syrup to in the fall; crystallized sugar 
syrup stored in cells can be confused with mite frass!

Once you determine why your bees died, you can decide 
whether to reuse equipment. Boxes and bottom boards may 
need a scrape and a paint job but are typically fine to reuse 
for many years. Frames are a trickier question, and everyone 
has their own standards. I usually reuse honey frames (with 
or without honey), and in the case of brood frames, I reuse 
*unless* they have one or more of the following: dead brood, 
signs of disease, a history of disease, or a high level of 
grossness I can't deal with. 

What can you learn from your spring dead-outs? The 
number-one lesson is the importance of late summer 
management. For newer beekeepers, late summer can 
be the most intimidating time of year. Colonies are big, 
heavy, gluey, and sometimes increasingly defensive. You're 
intimidated by robbing, mite testing, or squashing your queen 
when it's too late to replace her. But dig into your colonies, 
you must. Late August is when the queen lays the “winter 
bees,” workers who take the colony through the cold months. 
They need to be healthy, with low mite levels. When brood 
production stops and that final round of bees emerge, mite 
counts can skyrocket. Fall is the most crucial time to get 
those mite counts low.

While mite-vectored viruses aren’t always visible (if they 
are, it’s often too late), they are present and spread through 
mites. Maybe it will be possible for beekeepers to assess 
their virus levels in real-time or even treat them directly 
one day, but for now, mite loads are the best indicators of 
disease loads. So if you did have dead-outs this spring, 
plan to be a tough-on-mites beekeeper next fall while also 
making sure nutrition levels are high (leaving enough honey 
or feeding syrup) and queens are young and healthy going 
into winter. 

Honey from deadouts can be reused on other colonies unless they 
were exposed to AFB. Extracting honey from the brood nest is not a 
good idea.

BRIDGET MENDEL is the Program Manager at the University of Minnesota’s Bee Squad. She takes care 
of bees, teaches classes for beekeepers and the public, and manages interdisciplinary, pollinator-focused 
programs. She also writes grants and communications for Bee Squad's programs and research projects. 
Outside of Bee Squad, she teaches creative writing to college students. Her own work has appeared in DUSIE, 
Noo Journal, Beekeeper’s Quarterly, and Nous Zot Press. Bridget is the recipient of a Minnesota Emerging 
Writers Grant, and holds a BA from Northwestern University and an MFA in Creative Nonfiction from the 
University of Minnesota. 
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plants and pollination

“If the bee disappears from the  
surface of the earth, man would have 

no more than four years to live.” 
— Albert Einstein.

SO NOT TRUE, BUT A GOOD OPENER FOR AN 
article on honey bees pollinating our vegetable 
gardens, right? Not only has it been determined by the 

experts that Einstein likely never uttered these words, but 
these words are also like so many others — simply not true. 
Even if we lose all of our honey bees, we will not, as a nation 
nor as mankind, starve to death. However, because roughly a 
third of the food we eat requires bees for pollination, we will 
be forced to greatly modify our food expectations if science 
doesn't provide an alternative. We would eliminate such 
goodies as squash, cucumbers, and yes, even watermelons. 
For the time being, however, we still have our bees and our 
watermelons, so let’s look at what other favorite garden treats 
the bees will visit this next gardening season.

How Pollination Works
Pollination is the process by which pollen grains from a 

flower’s male structures (anther) transfer onto a flower’s 
female reproductive structure (pistil) from the same species 
to produce offspring. This transference of pollen may occur 
between the reproductive structures of a single flower, 
between two flowers on the same plant, or even between 
flowers from different plants. 

Pollination is most often accomplished via wind or insects, 
or a combination of both. Some crops cannot make offspring 
without the assistance of pollinators, such as cucumbers and 
watermelons, while wind-pollinated crops, such as wheat, 

rice, oats, and corn, do not need insects to produce a harvest. 
And others, such as tomatoes and blueberries, prefer both 
forms of pollination to have larger yields with higher quality 
fruits via buzz pollination or the beating of wings vibrating 
the flower to release pollen from the anther onto the stigma. 
All forms of pollination are needed to ensure our food 
supply remains stable and varied. Without one or the other, 
our dinner plates become bland. (So, no need for hate mail 
because I disputed Einstein’s theoretical quote.)

Indicators of Poor Pollination
Sadly, each gardening season, I receive emails from 

gardeners lamenting the lack of fruit production. Too often, 
these gardeners are doing everything correctly with little to 
no success to show for their efforts. However, when asked 
about honey bees and other pollinators visiting their gardens, 
they discover they can find nary the honey bee or pollinator 
after spending much time observing the flowers. So, if your 
garden is healthy, pests are in balance with beneficials, soil 
tests conducted and amendments added as needed, and you 
still have no or low-quality harvests, suspect an insufficient 
quantity of pollinators.

Other indicators of poor pollination include flower drop 
(when not predicated by temperature fluctuations) and bitter 
fruits, especially in cucumbers. Strawberries, and cucurbits 
such as cucumbers, squash, and melons, will exhibit 
small, misshapen fruits with low fruit set and low yields. 
Raspberries, which are self-fertile, still require the assistance 
of pollinators to ensure quality fruit set with berries 
crumbling, or falling apart, when insufficient pollination 
occurs. In a nutshell, always suspect pollination issues if all 
other aspects of gardening are in order, particularly if only a 
handful of pollinators are located throughout the garden on 
any given day.

STORY AND PHOTOS BY KRISTI COOK

Which Garden Veggies 
Do Bees Pollinate?

Many garden veggies, such as squash and cucumbers, need insects to produce fruit, while others rely solely on wind or are self-pollinating.
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Protect the Pollinators
What can a gardener do to ensure ample pollination? 

Aside from raising honey bees, possibly the most beneficial 
step a gardener can take is to eliminate or greatly reduce the 
pesticides and fungicides used around the home. Honey bees 
and other pollinators are susceptible to pesticides that target 
our garden pests; just like the squash bug, the honey bee is 
an insect. Fungicides also threaten our honey bees. So, if you 
must use pesticide or fungicide, first select the least toxic 
options such as neem oil, insecticidal soap, or the like when 
applicable. Avoid application just before and during bloom 
time. Accomplish this by spraying in the early evening when 
most pollinators retire for the day. 

Another essential step in protecting the pollinators and 
honey bees throughout your garden is to plant suitable 
pollinator habitats throughout your space. This may include 
herbs, fruiting vines and trees, hollow stemmed plantings, a 
water source, and native wildflowers, to name just a few.

While it is not true that we will starve should our honey bees 
all fade from existence, our dinner plates will indeed become 
dull and bland without the assistance of our pollinators. And 
while our bees are not extinct now, this threat of reduced food 
production is still genuine today within each individual’s 
garden as honey bees, and other pollinators constantly 
decrease in size, distribution, and territory. Knowing which 
plants the bees pollinate, recognizing insufficient pollination, 
and learning how to ensure proper pollination are all critical 
components to keeping this summer’s dinner table loaded with 
firm, juicy tomatoes, enticingly sweet watermelons, and awe-
inspiring zucchinis. 

CROPS THAT REQUIRE  
POLLINATORS FOR FRUIT

Summer and winter squash
Cucumbers

Watermelons
Honeydew

Muskmelons
Cantaloupe

Okra
Strawberry

Apple
Cherries

Plum
Gooseberry

Peach

CROPS THAT UTILIZE BUZZ  
POLLINATION/POLLINATORS TO 
IMPROVE FRUIT PRODUCTION

Tomatoes
Eggplants

Sweet Peppers
Chili peppers
Huckleberry

Blueberry
Peaches

CROPS THAT REQUIRE 
POLLINATORS FOR SEED 
BUT NOT EDIBLE CROPS

Carrots
Celery
Kale

Radish
Onion
Garlic

Brussel sprouts
Turnips

Lettuces
Mustard greens

Cauliflower
Rutabaga

CROPS THAT DO NOT REQUIRE 
INSECTS FOR POLLINATION

Green beans
Snap beans
Shell peas
Snow pea

Lima beans
Sweet Corn

Oats
Rice

Barley
Wheat

Spinach
Grapes

Even if we lose all of our honey 
bees, we will not, as a nation nor as 
mankind, starve to death. However, 

because roughly a third of the food we 
eat requires bees for pollination, we 
will be forced to greatly modify our 
food expectations if science doesn’t 

provide an alternative.
Okra requires insect 
pollination to set fruit.

KRISTI COOK lives in Arkansas where every year 
brings something new to her family’s journey for 
a more sustainable lifestyle. She keeps a flock of 
laying hens, dairy goats, a rapidly growing apiary, a 
large garden, and more. When she’s not busy with 
the critters and veggies, you can find her sharing 
sustainable living skills through her workshops, 
articles, and blog at tenderheartshomestead.com.

Blueberries produce 
both higher harvests 
and higher quality 
production when 
pollinated by bees. 
However, insect 
pollination is not 
required for a harvest.

Leafy greens, radishes, 
and onions only need 
insect pollination for 
seed production, an 
important factor to 
note when harvesting 
heirloom seeds.

Carrots only require 
insect pollination if 
carrot seeds are to be 
harvested.
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STORY AND PHOTOS BY KRISTI COOK

plants and pollination

Wildflowers for 
Pollinators/Bees

NO MATTER WHERE YOU 
may see a honey bee, whether 
visiting a flower or zipping past 

your head, chances are high she’s on a 
mission to find food. Once loaded with 
her stash, she’ll carry the food back to 
her hive to be processed into honey or 
bee bread to be fed to her nestmates at 
a later date. But where will this forager 
find her food source? How long of a 
flight will she have to endure? Will it be 
from a sugar jar? Or a farm or garden 
located three miles from her home? Or 
will it be a pollinator-friendly habitat 
situated within proximity of her hive, 
loaded with a diversity of wildflowers 
to meet the dietary needs of her family? 
While it is true that much of beekeeping 
is far from our control, providing 
a local food source in the form of 
wildflowers is doable with a little 
planning — despite what the naysayers 
may tell you.

Can I Make a Difference?
Yes, you can. Every time I attend 

a beekeeping conference, I’m 
appalled when “experts” inform eager 
beekeepers that they are wasting their 
time planting wildflowers because 
they “cannot plant enough.” Yet, every 
time I attend a master gardener event, 
read (or contribute to) a gardening 
publication, those “experts” tell the 
gardeners, “YES, you CAN make a 
difference! Plant those wildflowers!”

So, which group of experts should 
you listen to? BOTH.

Honey bee foragers travel upwards of 
three full miles from their hive in their 
quest for suitable nectar and pollen 
sources. This translates to a foraging 
territory of more than 28 square miles 
or over 18,000 acres! So, if planting 
sufficient forage is viewed within 
this astronomical format, then no one 
single person is capable of making a 

difference for even a single honey bee 
colony.

This argument inadvertently voids 
the mantra heard in most gardening 
circles that celebrates gardening, native 
wildflowers, helping pollinators and 
the general ecosystem. Talk about 
being discouraged! I remember well 
the first time I heard these things at a 
state beekeeping conference. And about 
two seconds later, I decided to look at 
this situation through a more optimistic 
lens.

Think Like the Honey Bees
Sometimes we humans would do 

well to take our lessons from nature. 
A typical honey bee colony consists 
of upwards of 60,000 individuals. 
A single, solitary bee is the queen. 
Without this single queen, the colony 
dies. This ONE queen does make a 
difference. However, to enable this 
single queen to do her work of laying 
eggs nearly around the clock to keep 
the colony growing, many workers are 
required to feed the queen and keep her 
growing brood, and all of the adults 
fed as well. A single forager cannot 
keep the colony fed. So, what does she 
do? She enlists the help of thousands, 
all with the same mission in mind — 
feed the bees. And with teamwork, the 
colony is fed year-round.

Did you catch that?  A single 
individual can and does make a 
difference. But, for the individual to 
succeed in the mission, the individual 
requires the support and assistance of 
many others. So, if a single individual 
plants their available space in 
wildflowers, and the next individual 
does the same — if enough folks 
plant these wildflower spaces — then 
pollinators will have places to go in 
addition to native food sources and 
farmland. And here’s what that looks 
like from a practical POV:

Diversity is Good.
Bees are generalists feeding on a 

variety of pollen and nectar-producing 
plants. When planting wildflowers, 

Beauty Berry is an excellent choice for wildflower plantings.
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consider your space. Is there enough 
space for flowering trees? Or is it 
better suited for clumps of short, low-
growing plants? Maybe your space 
allows for the inclusion of a multitude 
of native trees, bushes, and flowering 
vines in addition to the more common 
wildflowers found in meadows, 
abandoned fields, and roadsides. 
Despite the space, ample wildflower 
options exist for any location, whether 
potted plants only or large enough for 
robust trees and bushes. 

Bigger is Better
Honey bees are efficient foragers, 

preferring to travel further for higher 
quality food sources rather than sticking 
around home for low-quality sources. 
Foragers also prefer large swaths 
of single types of flowers, forgoing 
those with only a handful of flowers 
available. This translates to the need 
for more significant swaths of high-
quality food sources from a single type 
of flower rather than a buffet of flower 
types within the same location. For 
instance, bees will visit a space filled 
with 30 passionflower vines before 
a garden box with only two vines. 
That is not to say pollinators won’t 
visit a single specimen. However, to 
encourage the most pollinators, group 
plantings of the same type rather than 
mix one or more species. 

Continuous Bloom
When possible, select varieties with 

varying bloom times, paying particular 
attention to varieties that bloom 
during your area’s dearth of nectar/
pollen-producing flowers. Dearth 
often occurs between the seasons — 
between spring flowering and summer 
flower production, between row crop 
flowering and fall, and most of the 
winter in many regions — so any food-
producing plants you can offer during 
these times is better than nothing at all.

Native Only?
A significant area of contention is the 

status of nativity. A native plant in one 
area is invasive in another. Suffice it 
to say, many gardeners do their best to 
incorporate natives whenever possible. 
However, the avoidance of non-natives 
is not always black and white. For 
instance, beekeepers have found the 
non-native Chinese tallow significant 
to their honey production. Yet, APHIS 
intends to release two NON-NATIVE 

SAMPLE WILDFLOWER AND  
TREE SELECTIONS
(Check for native status in your area.)

Asters (Symphyotrichum spp.)
Goldenrod (Solidago spp.)
Smartweed (Polygonum spp.)
Sunflower (Helianthus spp.)
Bee balm (Monarda spp.)
Purple coneflower (Echinacea purpurea)
Black-eyed Susan (Rudbeckia hirta)
Common blue violet (Viola sororia)
Black cherry (Prunus serotina)
Box elder (Acer negundo)
Black locust (Gledistsia triacanthos)
Willow (Salix spp.)
Anise hyssop (Agastache foeniculum)
White prairie clover (Dalea candida)
Yarrow (Achillea millefoliu)
American persimmon (Diospyros virginia)
Linden (Tillia spp.)
Sumac (Rhus spp.)

Purple coneflower, commonly seen 
along roadsides and ditches, is a 
favorite among pollinators.

insects into the ecosystem to eradicate 
the tallow. (By the way, the European 
honey bee that we keep as beekeepers 
is also a non-native, so the situation is a 
bit more complicated than a black and 
white presentation.) This act alone may 
destroy many beekeeping operations. 
(More info may be found atahpanet.
com/tallowinfo.) When deciding 
between native and non-native, 
consider all angles and not just a single 
ideal. The decision is an individual one, 
at best, that requires careful research 
and consideration. 

While no one individual can plant 
sufficient forage for the honey bees 
and other pollinators, if we work 
together, we can network and create 
ample forage over a vast area for 
the pollinators to include with other 
foraging options such as farmland, 
wetlands, and the like. Like the 
honey bee, one individual is more 
than capable of making a significant 
impact when efforts combine with 
others. Elderberry is highly visited by honey bees and 

other pollinators.
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BY REBECCA SANDERSON

honey and beeswax  

HOW ALLERGIES 
WORK

What Happens During a 
Histamine Reaction?

WHY CAN SOME PEOPLE EAT PEANUTS 
while others may die from the smallest amount? 
Why are bee stings a minor annoyance for some, 

yet a death sentence for others? It all comes down to your 
immune system. While the immune system can be likened to 
a fortified castle filled with knights, archers, and weaponry, 
occasionally these knights mistake a harmless villager for an 
enemy spy and wage an unnecessary war.

There are four types of allergies but type 1 is what usually 
comes to mind when allergies are considered. Type 1 allergic 
reactions are also named IgE immune responses. IgE, or 
immunoglobulin E, is a protein that the body makes when 
triggered by an allergen. The IgE molecules bind to the 
allergen molecules, then signaling the body to release other 
chemicals including histamine. Histamine is what causes 
you to be miserable by actively working to get the allergen 
out of the body. For airborne allergens, this is typically done 
through sneezing, coughing, runny nose, and watery eyes. 
For ingested allergies, the digestive tract may work to expel 
the allergen either by vomiting it back up or making it pass 
through the body abnormally quickly (with many trips to the 
bathroom).

As we explore the type 1 allergies more, let’s apply it to 
something we all know: bee stings. In any given person, 
a bee sting will hurt, itch, and swell. This is temporary, 
inconvenient, and essentially harmless. However, if you 
were to develop a bee allergy, this would be a different 
story. The first time you get stung, you might not have much 

reaction beyond the norm. However, that first sting will 
cause a sensitizing reaction. When the bee venom enters 
your body, your B cells (a type of white blood cell that 
makes antibodies) kicks into gear making IgE specifically 
targeting the bee sting venom. Those IgE antibodies travel 
throughout your body and bind to mast cells. Mast cells are 
like the armory of the castle, just with histamines and other 
inflammatory chemicals instead of arrows and swords. When 
an IgE antibody binds to that mast cell, it prepares for a fast 
reaction the next time the new allergen (bee venom) enters 
the body.

The first time you get stung, you 
might not have much reaction 

beyond the norm. However, that 
first sting will cause a sensitizing 

reaction. Your body is ready 
to launch an all-out war with 

the next bee sting you receive. 
Histamine causes inflammation. 
This triggers small blood vessels 

to leak, causing swelling.
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With a primed armory (your mast cells), your body is ready 
to launch an all-out war with the next bee sting you receive. 
When the bee venom is detected, your mast cells dump out 
the entire armory of histamine, cytokines, and plenty more. 
Histamine causes inflammation. This triggers small blood 
vessels to leak, causing swelling. It makes mucus membranes 
produce more mucus. It even stimulates a special type of 
nerve whose sole purpose is to make us feel itchy. It may 
cause smooth muscles to contract, such as bronchial muscles 
tightening in the throat. Mast cells are found most in the areas 
where you feel reactions: skin, respiratory tract, digestive tract, 
near blood vessels and lymphatic vessels, and around nerves.

We may not realize, but these allergic reactions come in 
two phases, and I have only described the first, or immediate 
phase. The second phase occurs several hours later when 
white blood cells are brought to the affected area causing 
swelling, pain, warmth, and redness. In the lungs it increases 
the production of mucus. This phase takes a few days to end.

Anaphylactic shock, or anaphylaxis, is a dangerous reaction 
that causes your airways to narrow and blood pressure to 
drop rapidly. This is also due to the mast cell mass ejection 
of chemicals, but throughout the entire body rather than 
localized. With blood vessels throughout the body leaking 
into the surrounding tissues, up to 50% of your blood may 
leave the blood vessels. This is the cause of both the blood 
pressure drop and the severe swelling. When throat tissues 
swell rapidly, it can be very difficult to breathe, not to mention 
the potential spasms in the airway. With low blood pressure 
and now less oxygen entering the body, the brain becomes 
starved for oxygen. When suffering from anaphylaxis, a shot 
of epinephrine (adrenaline) can relax the airways and blood 
vessels, but hospital care is still necessary afterwards.

When it comes to allergy severity, “mild” allergies do 
not exist. You are either allergic or you aren’t. It is the 
reaction that ranges from mild to severe. Allergy reactions 
are unpredictable. Having a mild reaction one time doesn’t 
guarantee a mild reaction next time and vice versa with 
having a severe reaction. Many factors affect the severity of 
the reaction including how much allergen you are exposed 
to, if you are taking certain medications, have alcohol in your 
system, or if you have recently exercised. An allergic reaction 
that is severe or occurs in multiple body parts or systems is 
more likely to become anaphylaxis.

We do not fully understand why some people develop 
allergies, but we do know that they have a genetic component 
and run in families. This is also true of the other types of 

allergens. Type 2 allergies are caused by IgG and IgM 
antibodies targeting certain cells of the body. This can cause 
some conditions such as Graves’ disease (thyroid-stimulating 
hormone), immune thrombocytopenia (white blood cells), and 
autoimmune hemolytic anemia (red blood cells). It can even be 
observed in blood transfusions if the ABO blood types are not 
compatible with the immune cells of the person receiving the 
transfusion attacking the new red blood cells en masse.

Type 3 allergies happen when excess antigen is not cleared 
from the body and bind up antibodies forming small immune 
complexes. White blood cells have difficulty getting rid of 
these small complexes, allowing them to insert themselves into 
small blood vessels, joints, and other areas causing damage 
and inflammation. This reaction can take hours, days, or weeks 
to develop conditions such as Rheumatoid arthritis, Systemic 
lupus erythematosus, serum sickness, or reactive arthritis.

Type 4 allergies are delayed reactions caused after at least 24 
hours of exposure to the allergen. It is within the cell rather than 
antibody mediated. This could be an allergy to certain metals. It 
is also seen in tuberculosis and some fungal infections.

Roughly half of the population of the United States has at 
least one allergy. Hay fever alone affects 10-30% of adults. 
The percentage of allergies has been increasing significantly 
in the past few decades. As wonderful as our bodies are, they 
do make mistakes and allergic reactions are one of them. 

When it comes to allergy severity, 
“mild” allergies do not exist. You 

are either allergic or you aren’t. It is 
the reaction that ranges from mild 
to severe. Having a mild reaction 
one time doesn’t guarantee a mild 
reaction next time and vice versa 

with having a severe reaction.
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• Allergies Statistics and Facts. (2012, May 4). Retrieved from Healthline: https://www.healthline.com/health/
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REBECCA SANDERSON grew up in a very small 
town in Idaho with a backyard full of chickens, goats, 
sometimes sheep and ducks, and other random animals 
in addition to the cats and dogs. She is now married 
with two little girls and loves the homesteading life! Her 
husband is very supportive (tolerant) of her continued 
experiments in making many items from scratch and he 
even helps sometimes.
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honey and beeswax  

BY SHERRI TALBOT

      Sweet as 

Mad Honey

HONEY HAS BEEN A SWEET 
TREAT for humans as long 
as we have written or drawn 

languages. With sugar and sweet 
things a rare treat for ancient mankind, 
even cave drawings have been found 
showing people attempting to gather the 
precious stuff from its tiny defenders. 

Made from the nectar of whatever 
local plants happen to be in the area, 
honey can vary in color and taste 

depending on the flowers in bloom at 
any given time. But many flowers are 
poisonous to humans. How does that 
affect the honey? Can that poison carry 
through into the honey? In general, 
no. Most honey is made from a variety 
of flowers, and the chemicals that can 
make poisonous honey are often present 
in negligible amounts — if at all. 

However, in the lore of the bee 
world, one can often find references 

to the mysterious “mad honey.” Mad 
honey is made exclusively from a 
certain species of rhododendron 
containing the chemical grayanotoxin. 
Unlike the honey in your local grocery 
store, mad honey is a brilliant red color. 
It is illegal in some countries and has 
been known to cause dizziness, nausea, 
and sometimes hallucinations. In larger 
doses, it causes fluctuations in blood 
pressure, cardiac issues, and seizures. 
In rare cases, it has been fatal.

The hives containing the golden 
poison are found high on the 
cliffs in Turkey or Nepal, where 
most rhododendron types having 
grayanotoxin grow. At least one website 
selling “true" mad honey claims the 
Nepal honey is stronger — and charges 
accordingly. However, the country of 
origin doesn’t make as much difference 
as the rhododendrons pollinated 
that year. The effects are due to the 
percentage of grayanotoxin, the exact 
nectar source, and the time of year. 

Turkey and Nepal don’t have a 
monopoly on the famed substance. 
Cases have been reported in the United 
States, as well. The most famous is 
probably an account of Union forces 
during the Civil War becoming ill 

Why would you use poison if you  
can kill with honey?
— Bosnian Proverb

Wild cliff honeycomb in Nepal.
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after eating honey and showing the 
symptoms of Mad Honey poisoning. 
Cases of U.S. Mad Honey are rare, and 
under certain conditions, bees may have 
less access to other flowers to draw 
from. For example, suppose a frost 
killed all the flowers in a specific area 
except the rhododendron. In that case, 
the small amounts of grayanotoxin that 
would usually dilute with harmless 
pollens instead become that rare, 
poisonous sweet.

Mad honey is not a new discovery. 
Early written accounts involved its 
use in biological warfare. In areas 
like Turkey and Nepal — where mad 
honey is most commonly found — 
armies would eat the poisonous sweet 
and become incapacitated. They were 
often unable to march as sickness and 
hallucinations swept over the ranks. In 
some cases, this was unintentional — 
simply the army choosing to plunder 
the wrong hives. In other cases, the 
opposing forces planted hives known 
to contain mad honey where the 
approaching army would find them. 

You would think that its use as 
a widespread poison would make 
it something to be avoided. Some 
believe it has medicinal value, even 
in the modern-day, varying from 
curing a sore throat to diabetes to 
erectile dysfunction. And, like any 
other mind-altering substance, there 
are those simply interested in its 
hallucinogenic properties. Consumers 
review it as a relaxing sedative in small 
amounts. (The given example was 
two teaspoons.) However, the portion 
between a relaxing high and a scary 
experience can be tiny. In one case, just 
one tablespoon more sent a husband 
and wife to the hospital with cardiac 
issues. 

Despite this — or perhaps because 
of it — mad honey is one of the most 
expensive kinds of honey globally. 
Nepal Mad Honey currently sells 
on one website for about $70 (plus 
shipping and handling) for 500 grams 
or 3.5 ounces — slightly less than 
half of a cup. To put that in context, 

Apis dorsata 
laboriosa, the 
Himalayan Cliff 
honey bee, 
which makes 
red “mad” 
honey.

What delusion has come over me?  
What sweet madness has seized me? 

— Charlotte Bronte

we were able to find three ounces of 
the famed “Tupelo Honey” for $9.50. 
Manuka honey — scientifically tested 
to have actual health benefits — sells 
for about $20 for three ounces. 

Changing one’s consciousness is part 
of human nature. Throughout history, 
humankind has done so with the use 
of animals, plants, and chemicals. 
Even religious chanting alters brain 

Rhododendron ponticum and luteum in the Black Sea region of Turkey.

chemistry and body physiology. It is 
not surprising then that people risk 
the possibility of cardiac damage and 
seizures for a taste of something called 
“mad honey” — especially since it 
is easier to find information on the 
strangeness and mystery than its less-
pleasant side effects. 

After all, who isn’t drawn in by the 
allure of sweet madness? 
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hive minds

BY PATRICE LEWIS

Fox Islands Apiaries
BY PATRICE LEWIS

FIFTEEN MILES OFF THE 
COAST OF MAINE, tucked 
into Penobscot Bay, is a small 

archipelago of islands. A unique apiary 
run by Deborah “Jake” Tuminski and 
Jordan Radley is on these specks of 
land.

“We named our apiary ‘Fox Islands 
Apiary’ after the archipelago of 
islands,” says Tuminski. “They include 
Vinalhaven and North Haven, along 
with several smaller islands off the 
coast of Rockland.”

Tuminski and Radley bought 19 
hives from Julie Record, whose 
husband Doug suddenly passed away 
in 2018. “Doug was a legendary 
beekeeper on North Haven Island,” 
remembers Tuminski. “He’d kept his 
mite-free hives for many years in a 
variety of spots on North Haven, and 
his honey was among the best I’d ever 
tasted. The local brewery even made a 
honey ale named Record Ale after him 
and used his honey in the brew.”

Along with the hives and a “huge 
amount” of equipment, Tuminski 
and Radley set up their apiary in 

November of 2019. 
“We hoped to leave 
some of our hives on 
North Haven and move 
a few to Vinalhaven, 
traveling between 
the islands on the 
half-mile stretch of 
ocean called the Fox 
Islands Thoroughfare,” 
remembers Tuminski. 
“But because of 
COVID-19, North Haven closed down 
the island to visitors, and we decided 
we should move all the hives over to 
Vinalhaven.”

Winters are chilly in Maine, but that 
didn’t stop Tuminski and Radley from 
getting things set up. “We spent many 
cold, windy days in December 2019 
moving the 19 hives by 14-foot skiff-
loads from island to island,” she recalls. 
“Four hives a load, all strapped up with 
the bees closed in. It was snowy and 
cold. The skiff was iced up, as well as 
the dock and ramps. We thought we 
might lose a hive overboard a few times 
as we tried to lift them from the skiff. 

It was bouncing with the waves onto 
the icy float, and the boat and float 
were shifting and rocking in different 
directions!”

But never underestimate the 
determination of beekeepers. “It took 
quite a bit of maneuvering to lift the 
100- to 130-pound hives from skiff 
to float, float to the ramp, and then to 
carry them up the ramp and hoist them 
into a truck bed. But we did it.”

Tuminski and Radley distributed the 
hives to a variety of locations on the 
island, starting with four hives in each 
spot. “Jordan already had four hives at 
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his farm, and I had two at my house,” 
she said, “so we began our adventure 
with 25 hives in December 2019. It 
took around 22 skiff loads to finish 
up moving over 65 supers in all sizes, 
feeders, smokers, a huge 25-frame 
extractor, a wax melting device, lots 
of wax, and loads of extra equipment 
new and old, boxes of frames, bottles 
of all sizes and 800 pounds of honey in 
white buckets. We crammed everything 
into Jordan's shed with barely inches to 
walk in between all of our new gear.”

The legendary beekeeper’s wife, 
Julie, worked with her husband over 
the years, helping extract, make wax 
products, create creams, and market 
the products. She was a wealth of 
knowledge for Tuminski and Radley. 
“We were well prepared to begin our 
adventure after her lessons on using the 
extractor, bottling the honey, preparing 
creams and wax cloths, and melting 
down the wax cappings into beautiful 
golden hunks of pure beeswax,” said 
Tuminski.

Tuminski and Radley have now 
had two seasons of keeping Doug 
Record’s bees. Their one regret is not 
asking Doug himself questions about 
many subjects, but they’re figuring 
things out as they go and have learned 
much through trial and error. They’ve 
also had help from the Maine State 
Apiarist Jennifer Lund, who has 
visited their hives and given valuable 
advice.

The growth of Fox Islands Apiaries 
is a story of gusty optimism and grim 
determination. “Last summer, we had 
a season of drought,” relates Tuminski. 
“The bees were mean, and we had lots 
of stings. Our honey production was 
lower than any previous year Doug had 
recorded, but we still harvested 400 
pounds of honey, leaving 90 pounds 
on each hive with our bees going into 
winter. We also re-queened several 
hives and combined hives that were 
weak to help them survive the winter."

In Maine, winter dominates 
beekeeping, and wise beekeepers 
prepare their livestock as best they can 
for harsh weather. “Our winter losses 
were minimal that first winter,” said 

Tuminski, “but we did realize having 
fewer locations to tend was probably 
better than spending our time running 
around to eight different apiaries on 
our island. Vinalhaven is only six miles 
wide and nine miles long, but we were 
driving from end to end and around and 
around to get to all our apiaries.”

After some experimentation, 
Tuminski and Radley settled into their 
current setup. “We now have two main 
apiaries with seven hives at each and 
three other locations with two or three 
hives each. We also moved most of our 
hives to the northern part of the island, 
where the climate is a Zone 6 rather 
than a Zone 5, as it is on the southern 
part of the island just nine miles away. 
The northern end of Vinalhaven is more 
temperate and protected, and the forage 
is excellent. In the spring, we have 
cherry trees, clover, and dandelions. As 
the season progresses, our bees feast 
on the wildflowers and apples in old 
farmland, plus one local farm which 

has enormous greenhouses with a huge 
variety of vegetables.”

Alongside learning how to keep 
bees, Tuminski and Radley are also 
learning to sell their products. “We 
market honey, creamed honey, and bee 
cream at a variety of locations,” says 
Tuminski. “We sell in local stores, 
the flea market, gift shops, and farm 
stores both on the islands as well as the 
mainland.”

Above all, Tuminski and Radley 
have a legend to live up to that of Doug 
Record. “Someday, we hope to have 
mite-free hives here on Vinalhaven,” 
says Tuminski. “We’re working 
towards that by treating our bees 
and trying to keep them healthy and 
happy. We feel our honey tastes just as 
wonderful as the honey Doug produced 
on North Haven, and we’re convinced 
island life is good and healthy for the 
bees as they happily produce delicious 
honey to share.” 

Tuminski’s partner, Jordan Radley, transporting bees to their new homes on Vinalhaven, Maine.

Tuminski and Radley bought 19 hives from 
Julie Record, whose husband Doug suddenly 
passed away in 2018. Doug was a legendary 

beekeeper on North Haven Island. 
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February

GUIDE TO BEEKEEPING IN THE NORTHERN HEMISPHERE.

calendar

BY MARISSA AMES

What Are the Bees Up to?
Depending on temperatures in your area, bees may 
be getting more active for the springtime — or just 
continuing cleansing flights on warm days. Nutritional 
needs increase as the queen begins laying eggs. Food 
stores are probably running low.

The Flowers and the Trees...
Buds on apple trees and lilacs bring springtime promise 
but still sit dormant, waiting for warmer weather. 

Consider grafting fruit trees or purchasing flowering 
landscape shrubs to expand your pollen sources. 
Daffodils and crocus may bloom, but it might still be too 
cold for bees to take advantage of them.

How’s the Weather Out There?
While Zone 10 may have stopped freezing — if it ever 
even froze — Zones 7 and colder still have a long way to 
go. Expect inclement weather that may cancel plans for 
hive inspections.

BEEKEEPING CHECKLIST

q Conduct beehive inspections when temperatures rise above 60 degrees F.
q Clear dead bees away from openings.
q Condense honey stores or offer food if all honey has been consumed.
q Consider feeding pollen patties to stimulate egg laying rearing.
q Assess dead-outs. Intact bees mean recent death while damp, decomposing bees mean they  
     died before the new year. Bees that died head-down in honey cells indicate starvation.
q Monitor for pests and predators, which will be hungry this time of year.
q Order new bees to replace failed hives or to expand apiaries.
q Fix, sterilize, and clean equipment.

beekeeping calendar

. Important Date
~ February 2: Groundhog Day. Will we enjoy an 
early spring?
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March
What Are the Bees Up To?
The colony is at minimal population after winter deaths. 
Watch for starvation risks as the queen lays more eggs 
but pollen and nectar may not be available. Consider 
providing pollen patties to support brood. Mites begin 
breeding again.

The Flowers and the Trees...
Springtime trees such as maples and Prunus species 

may provide nectar in warmer locations. Crocus, tulips, 
and daffodils bloom in gardens. 

How’s the Weather Out There?
Is it springtime or still winter? This may vary day to 
day. While gardeners plant their spinach, radishes, 
and potatoes, snow may still fall during cold spells. Do 
not worry about clearing snow away, as long as hive 
entrances are clear, as snow can help insulate the hives.

BEEKEEPING CHECKLIST

q Decrease sugar syrup ration to 1:1 for spring feeding.
q If located in colder areas, consider feeding with dry sugar, fondant, honey   
    frames, or candy boards instead of syrup.
q If colonies didn’t survive and you know it wasn’t from disease, move unused  
    honey frames into surviving hives.
q Consider supplying pollen patties or clean pollen to support egg laying and  
    brood rearing.
q Move feeders or frames of honey closer to bee clusters to prevent starvation.
q After winter storms, remove any ice blocking hive entrances. 
q Clean out failed hives to make room for new bees.
q Look for evidence of pest invasion, such as mice, and repair hives to prevent  
    further invasion.

. Important Dates
~ March 13: Daylight Savings Time Starts (U.S.)
~ March 20: Vernal Equinox, World Agriculture Day
~ March 22: National Ag Day (U.S.)

When the flower blossoms, 
the bee will come.

— Srikumar Rao
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just for fun

Backyard Beekeeping Word Search February/March 2022
1. IYTONOAAGXNR; grayanotoxin
2. RODDEHRDNOON; rhododendron
3. GNALTTORHS; langstroth
4. HPAANSXILYA; anaphylaxis
5. US-DETADO; dead-outs
6. AAICPAAPL; appalacia
7. OTP BRA IEVH; top bar hive
8. OXF SLDAISN IRPSEAAI; fox islands apiaries

Answer Key

1. IYTONOAAGXNR __________________________________________________________________________

2. RODDEHRDNOON _________________________________________________________________________

3. GNALTTORHS ____________________________________________________________________________

4. HPAANSXILYA ____________________________________________________________________________

5. US-DETADO _____________________________________________________________________________

6. AAICPAAPL _____________________________________________________________________________

7. OTP BRA IEVH ___________________________________________________________________________

8. OXF SLDAISN IRPSEAAI _____________________________________________________________________

9. ROBDO OBSEX ___________________________________________________________________________

10. LOENLP APSTEIT ________________________________________________________________________

11. OARENPUE OENRTH ______________________________________________________________________

12. ALINLPINOTO ___________________________________________________________________________

13. SOAENLEWTRM _________________________________________________________________________

14. LLWRFSODIWE __________________________________________________________________________

15. LAOARGN _____________________________________________________________________________

Name: _____________________________________________________    Date: _______

Backyard Beekeeping February/March 2022

9. ROBDO OBSEX; brood boxes
10. LOENLP APSTEIT; pollen patties
11. OARENPUE OENRTH; european hornet
12. ALINLPINOTO; pollination
13. SOAENLEWTRM; watermelons
14. LLWRFSODIWE; wildflowers
15. LAOARGN; granola
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coloring page

Show us your artistic side! Print and color this picture. 
Email photos of your finished coloring pages to 

editor@countrysidemag.com and we may display them in our next issue.



FOLLOW ALONG 
with our small hive 

journey on Instagram: 
@backyardbeekeeping

@iamabeekeeper
@iamcountryside/beekeeping

FOLLOW US HERE TOO!

TAG YOUR  
PICTURES with  
#iamabeekeeper 
and you could be featured in our next issue!

Hives to
Follow

@goodstu
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@noogahoneypot
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