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Spring 
2023

WITH SPRING JUST 
AROUND the corner, the air 
will soon be buzzing with 

hungry bees. While planning your 2023 
gardens, don’t forget to include some 
pollinator-friendly plants and flowers. 
You may even plant a pollinator garden 
for honeybees and all of nature’s 
pollinators, and they will thank you all 
summer long. 

You will find many informative 
articles in this issue, including one 
on washboarding behavior. No one 
knows why bees do their washboard 
movements, whether cleaning or 
communicating, but for whatever 
reason, it’s something to watch if you 
get a chance.

Are you looking for an exciting 
outdoor hobby? Beelining may be for 
you. Beelining, also known as bee 
hunting, is the practice of locating wild 
bee colonies by placing bait into a “bee 
box” and capturing a small number 
of foraging bees. After the bees have 

been captured and fed, the bees are 
then marked with watercolor paints and 
released. By watching them fly away, 
you will see the direction in which 
their nest is, and you can now move 
the bee box closer. After several times 
doing this, you will eventually be able 
to locate their nest. Beelining is the 
ultimate treasure hunt.

Now on to honey. Can honey be 
made without a hive? Can honey be 
made without flowers? Can honey be 
made without bees? To find out the 
answers to these questions and more, 
check out Sherri Talbot’s fascinating 
article, “Weird Honey.” You’ll be 
amazed!

I hope you learn something from 
reading this issue like I did while 
putting it together! 

Enjoy!

Ann Tom
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editor

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

Facebook:  
www.facebook.com/IAmABeekeeper/

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

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 submit a question to our 
experts and receive a reply: 
backyardbeekeeping.iamcountryside.com/
ask-the-expert/how-to-connect-with-our-
beekeeping-experts

Informative

Good information. Lucky me, I came across 
your blog by chance (stumbled upon). I’ve 
bookmarked it for later!

Anita
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bee community

5R FARM
BY STACY BENJAMIN
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NINE YEARS AGO, MY HUSBAND AND I 
installed our first package of honeybees on the 
farm. Beekeeping has been the most challenging 

but also one of the most rewarding experiences I've had 
since we established our small hobby farm. Our first hive 
got off to a great start, and for the next two years, I took 
splits from that hive to establish two more hives. All of 
them did very well until the winter of 2017–2018, when 
we lost one hive, and then in the winter of 2018–2019, we 
lost the other two. Moisture in the hives over the winter 
and long, cold, and rainy spring weather that delays 
foraging are significant challenges for beekeepers in the 
Pacific Northwest. Although I made efforts to prepare 
our hives to survive the wet weather and left plenty of 
honey in the hives, our best efforts were not enough. The 
varroa mite is another challenge, but our hives fended 
for themselves for the first few years. In the end, a 
combination of the weather and the varroa mite resulted 
in the loss of our hives. There are so many variables and 
different opinions on best practices in beekeeping. This 
is part of what makes it such a fascinating hobby, and 
one in which we continually learn how to become better 
beekeepers as we go along. 

After taking a few years off from beekeeping, I was 
excited to welcome bees back to the farm this spring 
when a swarm moved into the greenhouse. I was in the 
greenhouse one day, and while it's not uncommon for a 
bee or two to occasionally find their way in there, on this 
particular day, I noticed several more bees than usual were 
taking quite an interest in a stack of empty hive boxes. I 
quickly added a few frames of drawn-out comb left over 
from my old hives to a hive box. Within a few hours, a 
swarm began congregating in the greenhouse. Of course, 
they didn't make it too easy on me. Instead of moving into 
the hive box I had assembled for them, they decided to 
attach themselves to a couple of 2x4s in the corner. 

Having never moved a swarm, I was apprehensive about 
trying to move it my own. Thankfully, I have a beekeeping 
friend who lives a few miles down the road, and she was 
happy to move the swarm into a hive box for me while 
I watched and learned. It was an amazing experience to 
see how calm the bees were as my friend picked up and 
transferred handfuls of them. The hive did very well over 
the summer, and the final season inspection revealed a 
hive full of honey which I left to sustain the bees over the 
winter. Next spring, when the nectar flow begins again and 
the bees start to fill up the frames with honey, I will take 
a little harvest for myself. Though the taste of honey from 
our hives is something I really enjoy, even more than that, 
I love the exhilaration that comes from working the hive, 
and the way the scent of beeswax clings to you the rest of 
the day. Bees are such fascinating creatures, and I can't 
think of a more exciting way to welcome them back to the 
farm than by catching a swarm. 

TOP: Swarm in the greenhouse. BOTTOM: It’s always nice to see 
a dense brood pattern. PREVIOUS PAGE: I can never take enough 
photos of bees in the sunflowers.



8     SPRING 2023  |  BACKYARD BEEKEEPING

bee community

Beekeeping has 
been the most 

challenging but 
also one of the 

most rewarding 
experiences I've 

had since we 
established our 

small hobby farm. 

Beautiful honey in fresh comb.

Greenhouse swarm getting established at six weeks.A hive box bursting at the seams.

My second spring as a beekeeper, I was 
surprised by our first swarm.



BACKYARDBEEKEEPING.IAMCOUNTRYSIDE.COM     9

Instagram: @5rfarmoregon
www.5rfarm.com

I always enjoy seeing bees in the garden and wonder if they are from our hive.

I use a turkey feather to move bees during hive inspections. Conducting a hive inspection.
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Dead Queen on Landing Board

Bill from Washington writes: 
Hi. I live just outside of Seattle. Yesterday I found a queen 
dead on the landing board of my top bar hive. She was with 
two worker bees that were alive. I'm not sure what they 
were doing. Pushing her off of the ledge?

Rusty Burlew replies:
It’s hard to know what is going on when you find a dead 

queen on a winter landing board. If you have multiple 
hives, I would recommend combining this colony with 
another, but it sounds like you may have just the one.

If this was the only queen in your hive, then I assume 
the colony won’t make it unless you can get a mated 
queen from somewhere. If you belong to a bee club, 
it’s possible that someone may be keeping some small 
nucs over winter and would be willing to sell you one. 
You would need to introduce the queen and as many 
workers as possible into the top-bar hive.

The other possibility is that the dead queen was not the 
only queen in the hive. This occurs more frequently than 
people realize. It’s usually a case where you have a mother 
and daughter queen that co-exist in a colony, sometimes for 
months. At some point, however, the bees decide to offload 
mom and carry on with just the daughter.

A second queen would be a lucky break, but it’s not 
something I would gamble on if I had another choice. 
So, by all means, ask around. Puget Sound Beekeepers 
Association would be a great place to start. 

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.

Using a Drone to Find Swarms

Ron Lofthouse asks: 
Could a drone be effective in locating swarms? Thanks!

Rusty Burlew replies:
I assume you are asking about a man-made drone, 

not a male honeybee. A male honeybee would be 
useless in that line of work!

It’s hard to say if a man-made drone could help you 
find a swarm. If the drone carried a regular camera, it 
might be difficult to see a swarm that was tucked under 
the leaves of a tree or hanging on a fence post. From 
above, both the canopy and the background would 
interfere with a clear image. I suppose success might 
depend on how good the camera was and how far from 
the ground the drone was flying.

An infrared camera could be used in the drone, but 
it would detect all kinds of hot spots in addition to 
swarms. I imagine it would record cats, dogs, rabbits, 
raccoons, owls — anything living, breathing, and 
giving off heat. Distinguishing one from another might 
be difficult. Also, IR cameras are hard to use in daylight 
hours or on warm days. The greater the spread in 
temperature between the thing you are seeking and its 
immediate environment, the better the image.

I’m not trying to discourage you, however. You should 
give it a try. You may be onto the next big thing. 
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Ask the Bee Expert! 
Visit backyardbeekeeping.iamcountryside.com and get answers to your beekeeping challenges. 

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

Dead Bees in a Package — How Many is Too Many?

Backyard Beekeeping reader writes: 
We received our package, and 80 to 90% of the bees were dead. We weren't sure if the queen bee was in her cage or not. We 
tried to remove most of the dead bees. We put the queen's cage in the bottom of the brood box and left the dead box of bees 
outside the hive body. When we checked this morning, a lot of bees were attached to the lid outside the transfer box. We 
realized that the queen must have escaped, and was on the lid. We removed a few frames and put the whole smaller transfer 
box inside the brood box. Is that okay? Should we try to pick her up and move her by hand to the comb? I don’t think the 
hive will make it with so few bees. This is my first time with bees. This is so discouraging.

Rusty Burlew replies:
   You most likely cannot start a colony with only 
10 or 20% of a package. I have discussed this with 
beekeepers many times and some have succeeded with 
50% dead. A few experienced beekeepers have been 
able to squeeze a colony out of 40%, but what you are 
describing is over the top. I hope you photographed 
everything because that is your best evidence when you 
try to get a refund.

If the box came by mail, you should always show 
the postmaster immediately so they can verify the 
condition of the package. In fact, whenever you buy 
live animals — including queens, packaged bees, 

chicks, ducklings, or anything else — always open 
them in the presence of the postmaster or mail carrier, 
so they can fill out the paperwork based on what they 
witnessed.

Unfortunately, this is a common problem. It’s so 
common that many producers refuse to ship and insist 
on pick-up instead. Contact the seller immediately 
and tell them what happened and see what your 
options are. In the meantime, put the queen and the 
live bees in a brood box or nuc box, and see what 
happens. 
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Will a Swarm Survive Cool, 
Rainy Weather? 

Morgan writes: 
Bees swarmed yesterday from our hive. They are in one of 
our fruit trees. Today it has been raining all afternoon with 
temps in the high 40s to 50. Is the swarm able to survive in 
this weather?

Rusty Burlew replies:
Your swarm is fine. I have watched swarms survive 

for up to nine days in rain, wind, and temperatures of 
40 degrees Fahrenheit. They will likely take off on the 
first warm day. A swarm has a system for keeping itself 
warm in inclement weather. As the bees on the outside 
of the cluster get cold, bees from the toasty-warm center 
come out and cover them. In time, as the new outer layer 
gets cold, more bees emerge from the center.

What looks to us to be a static group of bees is 
actually in constant motion, always changing position 
and always protecting the queen who stays in the 
center. When the temperatures are warmer, you can 
often see the scout bees flying around the outside of the 
cluster as they search for a new home and report their 
findings to the others.

Some bees will die during their stay, mostly from 
natural attrition. Worker bees only live a few weeks, 
so some will come to a natural end of life. Also, some 
may run into regular hazards such as hungry birds. It 
helps to remember that even a healthy, fully-functioning 
colony may lose up to 1,000 bees a day in the summer.

When the sun finally comes out, the swarm will not 
leave instantly. Bees can’t fly with wet wings, so they 
wait until everyone dries out and is ready for flight. 
Then off they go. 

Which Bees are Attracted to 
Douglas Fir Sap?

Rebecca Herron asks: 
We live in western Oregon and have a large acreage of 
20-year-old Douglas firs. They were planted for Christmas
trees. This time of year, and when there’s drought, the trees
produce sap on the needles. There are bees everywhere right
now! They are interested only in getting the sap. They aren’t
aggressive. They’re small in size, and they are very active.
Could they be mason bees? Definitely not yellow jackets or
honeybees. However, in years past, the yellow jackets move in
around September, and the smaller bees leave.

Rusty Burlew replies:
Many different types of bees collect sap from trees, 

bushes, and herbaceous plants. In fact, there is a whole 
group of bees closely related to the mason bees that are 
called resin bees. Honeybees, too, collect sap that they 
scrape from plants and chew to form propolis, an all-
purpose material used for building, gluing, and coating 
their homes.

Sap and similar resins are made from a variety of 
phytochemicals that are designed to protect the plant 
from invasion by pathogens and predators. Plants use 
it for wound dressing and bees use resins for much the 
same reason. Honeybees smear propolis inside the hive 
to reduce the pathogen load, and resin bees often seal 
the entrance to their nesting tubes for the same reason.

I frequently see honeybees on the bark of Douglas firs 
and western red cedar. Smaller bees often collect it from leaf 
buds, needles, stems, and twigs. The resin bees bite it with 
their mandibles and fly home with it the same way mason 
bees carry mud. Honeybees carry it in their corbiculae 
(pollen sacs). You will see a lot of resin collection on these 
hot days when the resins are most pliable. In cold weather, 
the sap gets brittle, hard, and difficult for bees to handle.

Many places, including Oregon, have Dianthidium bees. 
Some of those actually collect tiny rocks and build “stone” 
houses which they glue to walls or tree limbs all cemented 
together with resin. Since so many species build with 
resin, I can’t tell you which kind you have, but if you can 
get a decent close-up photo, I can take a shot at it. 
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Black Boxes and Combs

Chris W. asks: 
My boxes look black, as do the combs. Is this normal?

Rusty Burlew replies:
Within a winter hive, it is common to find unpainted 

woodenware that has turned black. The dreary color 
results from various molds and fungi that thrive in the 
warm, damp environment.

Although it is relatively harmless to bees, black mold 
usually means interior moisture levels are too high. In 
the cold months, moisture accumulates inside the hive 
because of bee respiration. The bees’ breath is warm, 
so it rises to the top of the hive where it condenses on 
cold interior surfaces such as the box walls or the tops 
and ends of wooden frames. Molds, which love damp 
and dark surroundings, can thrive on these spongy 
surfaces, eventually turning the wood black.

Beekeepers deal with excess moisture in a variety of 
ways, depending on how cold the outside air becomes. 
Some like to add more ventilation at the top so the 
damp air can escape before it condenses. Others like 
to add moisture quilts that trap the moisture in an 
absorbent medium such as wood chips or burlap.

While it is tempting to keep honeybees as warm as 
possible, moisture is more detrimental to bee health 
than cold. A colony of dry bees can keep itself warm, 
but a colony of wet bees will suffer. Your dark frames 
are a warning sign that your bees may be too wet. 

Cleaning Hives With Chlorine

Chris W. asks:
Can I use chlorine bleach to clean hives?

Rusty Burlew replies:
Beekeepers find many uses for chlorine bleach in and 

around hives. In its diluted form, it is relatively safe for 
bees, and some people even add it to sugar syrup to 
inhibit mold growth. Oddly enough, chlorine-treated 
water sources such as swimming pools and hose bibbs 
can attract honeybees from long distances.

Chlorine bleach can disinfect frames, boxes, and other 
woodenware. Although the wooden parts may not look 
much better when you are done, they will definitely 
be cleaner because bleach kills most small or single-
celled organisms including mold, mildew, bacteria, and 
viruses.

You can spray bleach on hive surfaces or spread 
it with a rag. In either case, the hive parts should be 
allowed to dry thoroughly so the wood doesn’t absorb 
too much moisture. One of the best ways to bleach hive 
parts is to wipe away any excess bleach and then allow 
the pieces to dry in the sun. A thorough airing will 
remove most of the residual chlorine odor while the 
sun further disinfects with UV light. 
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What Pollinator Would Be Good for a Botanical Garden?

Andrea writes: 
We are looking for a pollinator for a huge indoor botanical garden. We will need to find a pollinator that 
will be able to pollinate plants 365 days per year and will not be dangerous for the tourists.

Rusty Burlew replies:
The only pollinator I know of that could work 

inside a botanical garden every day throughout 
the year and not intimidate the tourists would be a 
human.

Generally, a botanical garden has a large diversity of 
plants, often from various parts of the world. In nature, 
those plants share an environment with their natural 
pollinators, ones they evolved with over thousands of 
years. Each species of plant has its own unique set of 
pollinators that may include bees, flies, moths, beetles, 
bats, birds, butterflies, and wasps. No one pollinator 
can pollinate all plants.

If your botanical garden has 100 types of flowering 
plants from around the world, you would need 
nearly that many unique pollinators because each 
one has a special relationship with the plant it 
depends on. Pollinators have no interest in plants 
that differ from the ones they visit in nature. Their 
relationships are specific. For example, a small fly 
called a midge pollinates chocolate, a special wasp 
pollinates figs, and a certain type of bee pollinates 
the vanilla orchid.

The bee that pollinates the vanilla orchid occurs 
naturally in Mexico. But when vanilla orchids were 
imported into Madagascar, the local growers could find 
no bee that could do the pollinating. To this day, all 
Madagascar vanilla is pollinated by hand.

Most pollinating insects are only active when their 
host plants are in bloom, so the time they pollinate 
in a year usually spans days or weeks, not months. 
A honeybee colony is an exception that can pollinate 
for many months, but honeybees do not pollinate 
everything, they do not do well in captivity, and they 
can be intimidating to the public. Plus, they can cause 
adverse reactions in some individuals, a potential 
source of litigation.

To solve your problem, you must first decide the 
purpose of the botanical garden. If you simply want the 
patrons to experience plants from distant places, then 
perhaps you don’t need any pollinators. The plants will 
grow and flower without them. If, however, you are 
trying to produce seeds or fruit from your plants, then 
you need pollinators. If you decide to produce seeds 
or fruit on a limited scale, then hand-pollinating is 
probably your best option. 
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JOSH VAISMAN is an avid beekeeper and instructor in 
Northern Colorado. An active member of the Northern 
Colorado Beekeepers Association, Josh has been 
involved in the education of new beekeepers on behalf 
of the association and privately. Like most people 
who study apiculture, Josh started into beekeeping 
as a hobby, and offers valuable experience to those 
wanting to start beekeeping about the learning 
curve involved, what to do, and what not to do when 
getting started. When not tending to his hives, Josh 
is a Positive Change Ninja with Flourish Veterinary 
Consulting, a company he co-founded to apply the 
science of well-being to the veterinary workplace. He 
lives in Firestone, Colorado with his wife, Greta.

ask the expert 
with josh vaisman

Russian Honeybees
A Backyard Beekeeping reader writes: 
Are Russian honeybees more resistant to varroa and tracheal mites?

Josh Vaisman replies:
There is some research suggesting Russian honeybees 

are somewhat resistant to varroa mites. Similar to the 
Asian honeybee, the Russian strain of European bees 
have evolved alongside varroa for longer than other 
common strains (Italian, Carniolan, etc.). The evidence 
suggests Russian bees may possess some genetic 
components that give them some resistance.

That said, I think it’s important to acknowledge a 
couple of important caveats:

1) This is a mild form of resistance, NOT immunity.
A colony of Russian honeybees will eventually perish 
to varroa mites if left unchecked. Their resistance may 
result in the colony living longer than, say, an Italian 
colony would under the same circumstances. However, 
without some form of mite control intervention, even 
Russian bees will die eventually from varroa.

2) The resistance seems to be present only in pure
Russian honeybees. Pure Russian bees are a bit more 
difficult to come by in the U.S. (though it is getting 
easier), so it is critical to be certain you are getting them 
from a reputable source. 

You can learn more about Russian bees’ resistance to 
varroa on the Russian Honey Bee Breeders Association's 

website. If you’d like to buy Russian honeybees, I imagine 
the association can also direct you a reputable source.

Are Russian honeybees more aggressive than other 
bees?

My understanding is Russian bees are no more 
aggressive than any other honeybee such as Italians. 
While I have never kept Russian bees, I am told they 
are just as easy to work with as most other types of 
European honeybees.

I hope this helps, and wish you all the best in your 
beekeeping adventure! Please let me know what other 
questions you have. All the best! 
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beekeeping 101

BY BRITNEY BOWMAN

Eusocial Eusocial 
Insects Insects 
Meet  Meet  
Social MediaSocial Media

IT’S THE AGE OF SOCIAL 
MEDIA, and while TikTok dances 
and Snapchat filters are still taking 

the internet by storm, there’s something 
new causing a buzz — bees!

With over one million hashtags and 
counting, #honeybees are quickly 
gaining the attention of Instagram users, 
and beekeepers are taking advantage of 
the hype. Not only are they jumping on 
the opportunity to spread education and 
awareness, they’re also finding genuine 
community. 

I recently had the opportunity to 
chat with a few of the platform’s most 
successful beekeepers, Carmen of  
@noogahoneypot, and Matt and Sarah of 
@homesteadinthehood. The three told me 
all about the impacts that social media has 
had on their careers and on their hearts. 

Here is what they had to share:

BRITNEY: Can you give me a little
background info on yourself and how 
you got started with beekeeping?

CARMEN: I’ve always been inspired
by the natural world. My dad was a 
beekeeper, and he’d come home with 
stories about bees, and I always thought 
it was really interesting (and a little 
bit terrifying). Three years ago, when 
I bought a home of my own, I knew I 
wanted my own bees. I started studying 
and researching during COVID, and 
ended up getting bees the following year. 

MATT AND SARAH: We got married
in 2010, and I got Sarah the first beehive 
for her birthday in 2019. We had started 
seeing bees in our garden and Sarah 
got interested and realized that people 
keep bees as a hobby. So, she did tons of 
research and dove in. As soon as we got 
the actual bees, Matt said, “I want this to 
be my full-time job!” And it went from 
there; growing and experimenting until 
Matt quit his day job in March of 2022.

BRITNEY: How did you come to
find the beekeeping community on 
Instagram?

CARMEN: I’ve been on Instagram
with my art for a while, and as I started 
reading more about beekeeping, I found 
myself looking up the names of and 
following lots of different beekeepers. 
I find that most are very supportive, 
encouraging, and willing to help. I’ve 
made great connections with other 
beekeepers in my region and I’ve even 
met some of them in person.

MATT AND SARAH: We feel like
we kind of created our own beekeeping 
community on Instagram! We created 
the hashtag #LoveYourLocalHive and 
that gathered a lot of other beekeepers 
around us where we could all ask 
questions and help each other problem-
solve.

BRITNEY: What impact has social
media had on your career as a 
beekeeper?

CARMEN: Social media has had a big
influence on my beekeeping for many 
reasons. For one, I’ve come to learn 
that beekeeping is popular all over the 
world, and I’ve been able to connect 
with beekeepers from not only the 
U.S., but several other countries. It’s
been amazing to learn the differences
between keeping bees amongst different
regions.

I recently gained about 100,000 
followers due to a few of my reels 
going viral. While at times it has been 
overwhelming, overall, it’s been an 
incredible experience. I’ve realized just 
how many people LOVE honeybees! 
Not only that, but people have been 
very eager to learn about bees, and I’ve 
started doing more honeybee education 
through my social media. It's been a 
great opportunity to teach people about 
beekeeping as well. 

MATT AND SARAH: It has
challenged us to be knowledgeable, but 
not over the top. We want to be able 
to explain the wonder of the bees to 
people who aren’t beekeepers, but keep 
it interesting for beekeepers as well. We 



BACKYARDBEEKEEPING.IAMCOUNTRYSIDE.COM     17

try to make the bees easy to understand 
to make them less intimidating for 
people who are generally scared of 
bees. As we have grown, more and 
more people come to us for support 
and advice, which has kept us on our 
toes and made us learn more about 
beekeeping challenges that we don’t 
necessarily have here in Colorado.

BRITNEY: What’s the biggest lesson
you’ve learned from someone on social 
media? 

CARMEN: The biggest lesson I’ve
learned has been from  
@girlnextdoorhoney. I’ve learned that 
it’s okay to stand up for myself and 
other women, and that I need to set (and 

Hashtags to  
check out and follow:

#loveyourlocalhive 
#iamabeekeeper 
#backyardbeekeeping

keep) boundaries. Since going “viral,” 
I’ve had a handful of people complain 
that beekeepers are destroying the 
environment, killing native bees, that 
we steal the bees’ honey and that 
honeybees don't need to be “saved” 
because they are invasive. I like how 
Hilliary from “Girl Next Door Honey” 
calls people out when they are wrong. 
It sets a precedent for other beekeepers, 
especially women. As a female in a 
field largely dominated by men, it’s 
easy to get dismissed. It’s important for 
other female beekeepers to see women 
standing up for themselves. 

MATT AND SARAH: We got our first
hive host through Instagram and that 
has been the foundation of our model 
and ability to earn an income from the 
bees. We also learned about slatted racks 
from @indigoacrespollinatorsanctuary 
and that has been hugely helpful for us 
and something we recommend to every 
beekeeper.

BRITNEY: Anything else you’d like to
share on the subject?

MATT AND SARAH: We love our
Instagram peeps and hope that someday 
we’ll be able to do a driving tour to see 
all of their apiaries.

To learn more about these 
incredible beekeepers, be sure 
to give them each a follow on 
Instagram — @noogahoneypot and 
@homesteadinthehood. There is 
room for all of us in the social media 
beekeeping community, and we each 
bring something new to the table. Log 
in or create an account today to join in 
the experience! 

BRITNEY BOWMAN is a writer, 
artist, and pollinator advocate 
in Black Mountain, North 
Carolina. She is passionate about 
empowering women, queer 
individuals, and other minorities 
in STEM fields. You can follow 
her journey on Instagram at  
@mrs.bs.bees
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WHEN KARL VON FRISCH DECODED THE 
mystery of bee dances in the 1920s (and won the 
Nobel Prize much later, in 1973), some might 

erroneously conclude there’s nothing more to learn about 
these fascinating communal insects.

Of course, nothing could be further from the truth. As 
proof, consider the unsolved mystery of "washboarding."

Often observed at the entrance to hives, washboarding is 
a purposeful group behavior involving anywhere from a few 
to several hundred bees engaging in a swaying to-and-fro 
movement reminiscent of scrubbing clothes on a washboard. 
They arrange themselves in rows facing the hive entrance, 
stand on their second and third pairs of legs, and bend their 

heads and front pair of legs downward. Then they rock 
rhythmically while fanning with their wings.

Is it cleaning? Is it communication? No one knows. (My 
husband, always a jokester, suggested the bees are just 
cheering on their queen: “Everybody do the washboard!”)

What are some of the theories behind the behavior?
Dr. Norman Gary, professor emeritus at U.C. Davis Dept. 

of Entomology, postulates “These rocking movements 
probably serve as a cleaning process by which the bees 
scrape and polish the surface of the hive.” His theory springs 
from his observations of how the bees scrape the surface 
of the hive with their mandibles, “with a rapid shearing 

Some observations about the behavior:
• It is only the worker bees (never drones) that participate in this behavior. The majority of the workers are between 15 and
25 days old.

• Washboarding starts around 8 a.m., peaks around 2 p.m., and may continue as late as 9 p.m. after the sun sets.

• Bees will washboard more frequently on rough surfaces than smooth surfaces.

• Bees will perform this behavior for hours and hours without stopping.

• Some beekeepers see the behavior frequently; others can go decades without seeing it.

BY PATRICE LEWIS

The Unsolved Mystery: 

Washboarding  
Behavior in Bees
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movement, sliding over the surface as if cleaning it.” He 
notes how they pick up some material and then clean their 
mandibles.

Another theory is put forth by Dr. Susan Cobey, geneticist 
at U.C. Davis and Washington State University. She 
suggests washboarding bees are in the “unemployment line” 
during times when foraging is not so good. In the absence 
of more useful occupations, she speculates the bees are 
“sweeping the porch.” 
She also notes, “The 
behavior seems to have 
a genetic component, as 
certain colonies perform 
this — others not even 
in the same yard/same 
conditions. I tend to see 
washboarding when the 
forage is scarce.”

In contrast, H. Storch 
in his book At the 
Hive Entrance, noted 
washboarding was more 
common in colonies 
harvesting abundant 
amounts of pollen. He 
speculated the behavior 
is to remove tiny grains 
of pollen from their bodies where it slipped into the gap 
between head and thorax, where it causes discomfort.

Katie Bohrer and Jeffrey Pettis of the USDA-ARS Bee 
Research Lab suggest the behavior has a sanitary component, 
cleaning places where pathogenic organisms might 
congregate.

Experienced beekeepers have noticed washboarding tends 
to happen more frequently in warmer weather. One noted 
that after a very dry summer with a high collection of corn 
pollen, washboarding might occur because of neonicotinoids 
intoxication. Another observed (during good foraging 
conditions), “With so many landings [at the hive entrance] per 
day, some pollen is sure to have jostled off. When it's so precious 
in the first place, this seems like sensibly conservative and 
hygienic behavior.” Yet another beekeeper speculates, “What 
they are actually doing is propolising the external area where 
they gather when the hive is either too hot or over capacity.”

Another observer noted his washboarding bees do not face 
the entrance, but, “Washboard in every direction. I took a 
slow-motion video of it, and [it] is fascinating that the bee 
appears to be wiping the surface and then placing whatever is 
wiped on their thorax hairs. The slow motion makes it appear 
for all the world that the wiping on the thorax is intentional. 
I assume that the bees are sampling pheromones at the 
entrance (at the common touchpoint), accumulating them 
as part of a hive-wide communication/endocrine system of 
pheromones that is constantly updating. I usually see it in the 
evening close to sundown.”

In 2017, washboarding was recorded in wild bees lodging in 
a hollow tree. Dr. James Taulman documented the appearance 
of the hive entrance over a period of weeks, during which 
time the entrance became noticeably smoother. His theory is 
that washboarding behavior is connected with some sort of 
communication. He speculates two glands — the Nasonov's 
gland and the tarsal gland — might play a role. The Nasonov's 
gland is a pheromone-producing gland in the abdomen of a 

worker honeybee, functional 
only in bees of foraging age 
(10 days old). The tarsal 
glands are found on the 
legs of bees and secrete an 
attractive, oily, colorless 
“footprint” or “trail” 
pheromone. Smoothing the 
surface might help connect 
and dispense the two 
pheromones at the entrance 
to the hive. Both glands 
are used to attract foragers. 
Could washboarding bees 
be playing a function in 
helping foragers find their 
way back home more 
easily?

Because bees did 
not evolve to live in smooth-sided Langstroth hives but 
instead in rough, natural tree cavities, we must be wary 
of interpreting bee behavior strictly within the bounds 
of what would benefit a colony housed in a commercial 
hive box. Instead, behavior observed in the wild can be 
assumed to have a survival component to it.

What that component is, of course, is still unknown. For all 
we know, my husband’s joke about the bees cheering on their 
queen by encouraging everybody “to do the washboard!” has 
some merit.

And that’s one of the many reasons why honeybee research 
is so exciting. There is still so much to learn. 

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 http://www.patricelewis.com/ 
or blog http://www.rural-revolution.com/.

Often observed at the entrance 
to hives, washboarding is

a purposeful group behavior 
involving anywhere from a few to 
several hundred bees engaging in 
a swaying to-and-fro movement 

reminiscent of scrubbing clothes  
on a washboard.
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Guidance Guidance 
on Buying on Buying 
Hygienic Bees Hygienic Bees 

BY RUSTY BURLEW

HONEYBEES BRED FOR various characteristics 
have fascinated beekeepers for decades. Bees 
can be bred for overwintering, honey production, 

gentleness, and even hygienic behavior.
The problem is that insects such as bees and wasps 

have an unusual type of genetic inheritance known as 
haplodiploidy. In short, it means fertilized eggs become 
female and unfertilized eggs become male. As a result, 

the normal model of Mendelian genetics that we use for 
breeding dogs, cats, goats, and cattle doesn’t work for 
haplodiploid creatures. 

Honeybees in particular have other characteristics that 
interfere with breeding programs. Queens mate with multiple 
drones, which means most workers in a colony are half-
sisters, not full sisters. In addition, queens mate in large 
meeting areas that attract drones and queens from great 
distances, a trait that reduces inbreeding. 

In practice, these genetic and behavioral oddities mean 
that any characteristic bred into a queen quickly disappears 
from her descendants. A breeder crosses bees using 
isolation from wild colonies and instrumental insemination. 
When the desired characteristics emerge after repeated 
crossing, a stock of new queens is inseminated with selected 
drone semen. These expensive bees are then sold to queen 
producers. 

The queen producers raise many new queens from the 
breeder queen. These are mated with specially raised drones 
and kept isolated from wild stocks as much as possible. 
These queens, the first generation of bees from the breeder 
queen, are the ones sold to the public. If best practices are 
used by the producer, these queens will retain most of the 
desired traits. 

However, once a beekeeper brings the bees to their home 
apiary, many things can happen. The queen may swarm, 
die, or get superseded by her offspring. When your queen is 

Hygienic testing. Photo by Ana Heck. To learn more, go to: https://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/535604/Testing-for-hygienic-
behaviour.pdf
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replaced and the new queen mates with local stock, nearly all 
the inbred characteristics will disappear. Hygienic traits in 
particular are nearly all recessive, so both the new queen and 
all the drones she mates with would need the hygienic genes 
in order for the characteristic to manifest. 

Geographic isolation is key to maintaining traits from 
generation to generation. Indeed, many breeder apiaries are 
on islands or remote breeding grounds where there is little 
chance of cross breeding with wild stock. 

It is fine to buy a hygienic queen, but ask some questions 
first. Where was the breeder queen-raised and when? Are the 
drones used for mating the queens isolated or are they wild 
stock? Is the bee you are buying the first generation offspring 

of a breeder queen (good) or a distant descendant with 
questionable genetics? 

Unfortunately, there is little or no regulatory oversight 
related to raising and selling queens, so the buyer must 
beware. If you can’t find answers to the above questions, ask 
other beekeepers if they were satisfied with their purchase. 
And if you decide to buy a hygienic queen, do meticulous 
mite monitoring in case her colony doesn’t perform as you 
expected. 

For a more in-depth explanation of the factors affecting 
queen breeding, see my article “Why Is It So Difficult to 
Breed Better Bees?” (https://www.honeybeesuite.com/why-is-
it-so-hard-to-breed-better-bees/) 

Geographic isolation is key to maintaining traits from 
generation to generation. Many breeder apiaries are on islands 

or remote breeding grounds. Before buying hygienic queens, 
ask some questions. Where was the breeder queen-raised and 
when? Are mating drones isolated or are they wild stock? Are 
you buying the first generation offspring of a breeder queen 
(good) or a distant descendant with questionable genetics?
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BY SUE NORRIS

Short History of  Beehives

WE WILL NEVER KNOW 
what brave soul decided 
to risk the wrath of a bee 

colony to eat the honey, but we should 
be very grateful to them! We do have a 
depiction of someone collecting honey 
from a wild hive — it is the “Man of 
Bicorp” cave painting in the Arana 
caves in Spain, approximately 7,500 to 
8,000 years old.

Nor will we ever know who decided 
to try and “keep” bees in a hive, but we 
should give thanks to them as well for a 
brilliant idea.

There is suggestive evidence that 
early mankind started “keeping bees” at 
least 9,000 years ago at the dawn of the 
agricultural age. 

Since bees use hollowed out cavities, 
they would have used old logs fairly 
frequently. Once mankind started 

making things like clay pots and woven 
baskets, it was just a matter of time 
until a swarm moved in and called one 
home. It was probably a combination of 
serendipity and ingenuity that created 
the first manmade hive.

The earliest definitive evidence we 
have of beehives comes from Israel and 
has been dated about 3,000 years ago. 
The hives were stacked three-high in a 
room that could hold around 100 hives.

Egyptian artwork shows that the art 
of beekeeping was quite advanced. 
From around 3100 BCE (Bronze Age), 
there are temple paintings depicting 
beekeeping. By 2650 BCE, the art of 
beekeeping was more refined. They 
used smoke to quieten the bees during 
the honey harvest. The wax of these 
bees would have been highly valued, 
as it was used in cosmetics and as a 

sealing agent.
The Greeks and Romans incorporated 

bees and their products into their religious 
belief system and many elaborate stories 
were woven around them.

Mediterranean and Middle East
The Mediterranean and Middle East 

were areas that were very busy with 
beekeeping. Among the ruins of ancient 
Greece (700–480BCE), there have 
been finds that indicate that beekeeping 
was a big business of the day and have 
shed light on the construction and 
management of old beehives. However, 
the Mediterranean area was not the only 
area to raise and harvest bees. 

Europe
Log hives of various shapes and sizes 

can be seen in the village of Stripeikiai 
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Lithuanian Museum of Ancient 
Beekeeping. Beekeeping was a revered 
occupation in Lithuania and still is to 
this day.

An older type of hive that remains 
popular today in the Slovenian region 
of Europe is the “bee house” known 
as the AZ system, created by Anton 
Znidersic of Slovenia. This structure 
is a house (sometimes moveable) that 
can contain up to 48 separate hives. The 
hives are accessed by a central corridor 
onto which the hives can be opened. 
Another innovation of this system is 
that the frames can be slid out rather 
than lifted — a great idea for those with 
limited strength or mobility.

Another benefit of the AZ system is 
that it is reputed to have a much higher 
winter survival rate for the bees.

Some European countries such as 
Switzerland still boast small, brightly 
colored bee condos that can be found in 
many areas. Switzerland is one of the 
most prolific beekeeping countries.

Originating in Ireland, woven or coiled 
baskets known as “skeps” were used 
extensively in medieval European society 
until fairly recently. There are beekeepers 
that still use skeps, keeping tradition 
alive. The skeps used today are modified 
and have lids to them so the honey can be 
harvested without killing the bees. 

It wasn’t until the 18th century 
that beehives were designed with the 
intention of preserving the hive. The 

Thomas Wildman style of hive boasted 
an open top and a woven, removable lid 
with frames for the bees to work on.

Polish priest Johann (Jan) Dzierzon 
(1811–1906) is considered the father 
of modern beekeeping. He designed 
a stackable beehive with frames. This 
was the prototype of hives that we can 
see today.

The Reverend Langstroth, the father 
of American beekeeping, was able to 
access Dzierzons’ notes and papers and 
modified the hive construction, giving 
us the Langstroth hive which is still the 
most popular today.

In 1948, the French cleric Abbe 
Warré designed a different version of 
the Langstroth which he called “the 
peoples’ hive.”

The design of these hives encouraged 
bees to build on a frame which could 
be removed for harvesting rather than 
destroying much of the hive. This 
allowed the bees to keep enough honey 
for their own needs while providing 
food for people as well.

Another type of hive, called a top bar 
hive has been popular for years. The 
design is a bit different, but if you want 

a hive that is easier on your back and 
arms, the top bar may be for you. It has 
been used with great success across the 
world.

The history of the various types of 
hive is a small but fascinating area of 
ongoing research.

Special thanks to the Eva Crane Trust 
for kind permission to use their photos. 

RESOURCES 
• https://www.bbc.com/news/
science-environment-34749846
• https://www.sherbornebees.org/
history-of-beekeeping
• evacranetrust.org
• https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Stripeikiai
• https://azhivesnorthamerica.com/
az-hives-faq/
• https://www.nbcnews.com/id/
wbna20588417
• https://azhivesnorthamerica.com/
history-of-az-hives/

SUE NORRIS was born and raised in the U.K. She traveled around the 
world as a registered nurse and settled in New York state with her partner 
about 25 years ago. She currently lives on 15 rural acres with 40-ish 
chickens, four rabbits, two dogs, and three cats, and assorted wildlife. Sue 
is happily retired and enjoying the serenity.

Once mankind 
started making 
things like clay 
pots and woven 
baskets, it was just a 
matter of time until 
a swarm moved in 
and called one home. 
It was probably 
a combination of 
serendipity and 
ingenuity that 
created the first 
manmade hive.
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STORY AND PHOTOS BY KRISTI COOK

DIYDIY  
Screened Inner CoversScreened Inner Covers

IF YOU USE TELESCOPING 
OUTER COVERS IN your 
beekeeping operation, chances 

are good you also use some form of 
inner cover. Many utilize these handy 
contraptions as additional insulation 
while others use them as upper 
entrances. Still others use inner covers 
to keep bees from propolizing the 
more expensive outer covers to hive 
bodies. One of the primary purposes 
of inner covers, however, is to increase 

Screened 
inner covers 

may be 
purchased 

pre-made or 
DIYed with 
ease from 

plans found 
online as 

well as from 
modifying 

existing inner 
covers.

ventilation throughout the hive during 
varying types of weather. To optimize 
this air flow, many beekeepers forego the 
more traditional inner covers in favor of 
the newer screened versions. So, here’s a 
little DIY to show you how to create and 
use your own screened inner cover with 
little out-of-pocket expense.

Screened Components
Unlike more traditional inner covers 

which typically boast a single hole in 

the center and a small upper entrance 
on one end, screened inner covers 
utilize a wooden frame fitted with 
#8 hardware cloth stretched across 
its entire surface. No centralized 
hole is present as air flow readily 
escapes through the wire mesh. Upper 
entrances are optional just as with more 
traditional inner covers but are simple 
additions when DIYing. 

Another significant difference in 
the construction of most screened 
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inner covers is the addition of two 
recessed sides, most often on the long 
sides of commercially built inner 
covers. These recessed sides allow 
the air pushing through the screen to 
exit the hive beneath the outer cover 
and into the great world beyond. Bee 
space is accounted for on the bottom 
side of the inner cover to reduce the 
tendency of bees propolizing frame 
top bars to the bottom side of the 
screen. 

Usage
Screened inner covers are used in 

the same manner as traditional inner 
covers. Placed directly beneath the 
telescoping outer cover, this type 
of inner cover is often left in place 
year-round as many have found 
the increased ventilation keeps 
condensation from collecting on the 
underside of the outer lid during 
cold, wet weather. This, in turn, 

DIY Screened Inner Cover #1
When I first tried screened inner covers, I didn’t want to fork over the cash 
for commercially manufactured versions. Instead, I wanted to keep costs to a 
minimum in the event I didn’t like how they performed. So, for my first go with 
screened inner covers, I started with one of my traditional versions that I already 
had on hand and made modifications. This version works beautifully and has 
held up well over several seasons. Most colonies do not propolize the screen, 
foragers continue to use the upper entrances, and overwintering with these 
screens during Arkansas winters has never caused an issue to date.

Here’s how I modified the standard inner cover into a screened cover:

1. Remove the inner wooden panel, leaving ½-1” space around the edges to
attach mesh. Most standard inner covers use very thin wooden panels for the
center portion of the cover. This thin wood is fairly simple to remove with various
tools such as a reciprocating saw or other type of cutting tool. I’ve even used
old inner covers with busted out wood to turn into screened covers with much
success. Use what you have on hand and modify as needed.

2. Next, staple #8 hardware cloth to all four sides of the frame. Mesh may be
stapled on either side of the frame. However, this can violate bee space a bit,
causing bees to propolize the screen over time.

3. Once the screen is in place, cut a small opening in the mesh either in the
center as seen in traditional inner covers or place a single hole near the upper
entrance. This hole allows the cover to be placed on the hive in the same
manner as traditionally used — with the entrance on top. For extra ventilation,
additional upper entrances may be notched into the frame or longer cuts made
similar to the recessed sides found on commercial screened inner covers.
However, it is possible no additional venting may be needed.

When modifying existing inner covers 
to screened versions, I find it helpful to 
mark the wooden panel where I’d like 
the cuts to go to ensure I leave sufficient 
room for attaching the wire mesh to the 
cover. The cuts don’t have to be precise 
— just enough room to do the job.

Dr. Sammy Ramsey 
featured on our podcast.

DON'T MISS IT

Saturday, April 22, 2023 at 1:00 PM
Eastern Time (U.S. and Canada) 

www.MotherEarthNews.com/podcast
Have bee or bee parasite questions for Sammy?  

Submit to atom@countrysidemag.com by March 20, 2023.
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If a from-scratch DIY project is more your thing, many plans exist to get 
you started. Here’s a simple plan that doesn’t require the more advanced 
woodworking skills of some and works just as well as the commercial options. 

A note: Most plans call for ripping a 1”x4” length of pine or similar lumber into 
smaller strips to build the frame. However, as in all things, use what you have 
on hand, as many beekeepers do not have power tools or table saws hanging 
around their garage. Hardware stores or lumber yards are also very helpful and 
will often cut lumber to size if you give them the dimensions. 

For a 10-frame Langstroth inner cover, you’ll need 2 long sides and 2 short sides 
cut to these dimensions:

2 - ¾” x 1-¼” x 18 ½” (long ends)

2 - ¾” x 1-¼” x 16 ¼” (short ends)

2 - ¾” x ¼” x 20” (elevation slats)

#8 hardware cloth cut to fit frame

Staples to attach mesh

Nails or screws to connect 
frame ends

For the simplest approach, build the frame like a picture frame (see above). Place 
the short ends to the inside of the long ends and nail or screw together. Pre-drilling 
holes prior to setting nails and screws creates a stronger hold while wood glue and 
a square better ensure 90-degree angles for the best fit on the hive body. However, 
as with most things, this isn’t entirely necessary unless a near-perfect fit is your 
preference. 

Once the frame is built, staple mesh to all four sides of the frame. To create the 
elevation needed to allow maximum airflow under the outer cover, staple the thin 
elevation slats to the top of the mesh on the two long sides (see below). If more 
elevation is required for better air flow or to function as upper entrances while 
aiding ventilation, a second pair of slats may be added to the first. Alternatively, 
use ½” slats instead of the ¼” for a cleaner appearance.

Regardless of which type of screened inner cover you select, the potential 
benefits of increased ventilation, reduced condensation, and improved access to 
honey supers for the foragers makes these inner covers worth a try in most bee 
operations. So, grab a few tools, an old inner cover, and a few materials and give 
these covers a try.

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 and articles.

not only keeps mold and mildew 
issues on outer cover undersides to a 
minimum but also assists in reducing 
condensation dripping onto clustered 
bees and chilling the cluster. Shims 
may also be placed above the screened 
inner cover to allow for the addition 
of winter quilting which provides 
additional insulation and condensation 
collection. 

Cold, wet weather is not the only 
time screened inner covers are helpful. 
Hot, humid summers as seen in my 
Arkansas bee yards is another prime 
time to give these contraptions a try. 
Many feel the screened versions keep 
colonies cooler while increasing honey 
production. The idea is bees don’t have 
to work as hard to keep the colony’s 
temperature and humidity levels 
within the preferred ranges due to the 
additional ventilation, thus allowing the 
colony’s energy to be better spent on 
honey production.

Inner covers are a piece of 
equipment that not all beekeepers 
find necessary. However, just as 
many folks enjoy utilizing varying 
types of hive setups and even 
different protective gear, screened 
inner covers are no exception. And 
while commercial options are readily 
available, screened inner covers 
are simple to DIY and inexpensive 
to build. As with all things in 
beekeeping, experimentation is 
key — and lots of fun — in order to 
determine if this form of inner cover 
works in your specific operation. 

To build the frame, place the short ends 
against the long ends and either staple or nail 
together. I’ve used staples, nails, and screws 
on varying versions of these screens and find 
nails do offer a more secure hold than screws, 
but again, use what you have on hand.

The short elevation slats allow 
for air to escape under the outer 
cover. However, depending on 
which way the cover is placed on 
the hive and the exact dimensions 
of the elevation above the mesh, 
these slats can also double as 
upper entrances when placed with 
the slats resting on top of the hive 
body rather than directly under 
the outer cover. The ¼” dimension 
also prevents most colonies from 
propolizing these spaces. I have 
found this to be true with both 
commercially manufactured screens 
as well as various DIY versions. 
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BY PATRICE LEWIS

THE THRILL OF 
BEELINING

IF YOU ARE LOOKING FOR A HOBBY THAT GETS 
you out in nature, requires patience and determination, 
and has all the thrills of a treasure hunt, then beelining is 

for you.
Beelining is the art of finding wild honeybee colonies. It 

has been practiced since prehistoric times. In the days before 
apiaries were common, beelining wild colonies might be the 
only way to secure a source of sweetener for enterprising 
woodsmen. Bee trees were either marked for ownership and 

then raided sustainably year after year, or simply chopped 
down and cleaned out.

Today, beelining is practiced more for sport than for honey, 
but that doesn’t mean the thrill of the chase is diminished. 
The hunt requires just as much skill as in times past. 
Above all, beelining highlights the remarkable methods of 
communication and navigation employed by bees.

Beelining is an inexpensive sport requiring a minimum 
of equipment: a watch, compass, markers (paint pens or 
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a watercolor set with a fine-tipped brush), a bee box, and 
bait. A field notebook is helpful as well. Some people also 
bring a small chair, flagging, and a map of the area. Oh, and 
patience. Don’t forget patience.

Most bee boxes are homemade. It is divided into two 
chambers with a removable sliding divider between the 
sections. The front chamber has a door on hinges that can be 
snapped shut. The rear of the bee box has a small window, 
with a sliding window cover.

The purpose of the bee box is to capture a small number of 
foraging bees. Bees are captured in the front part of the box, 
then trapped in the back chamber.

The best time to beeline is when temperatures are above 
55 degrees Fahrenheit. Early in the season (when bees are 
hungry) or later in the fall (when forage is scarcer) are times 
bees are more likely to respond to bait. As Dr. Thomas D. 
Seeley puts it in his charming book, Following the Wild Bees, 
“the starts and ends of honey flows are best for bee hunting.”

Start by locating a place with many nectar-bearing flowers 
and lots of bee activity. Rather than waiting (often hours) 
for bees to randomly find the bait, many beeliners actively 
capture bees off flowers using the unbaited bee box. Once 
the bee is in the front chamber, she is drawn toward the 
back chamber because of the light from the window. In this 
manner, it’s a fairly fast thing to capture eight or 10 bees.

Nearly as important as capturing the bees is deciding 
where to release them, for this is the point where true 
beelining starts. It’s best to release them where you have a 
clear line of vision of at least 100 feet in every direction.

With all the bees in the back chamber of the box, put the 
bait in the front chamber. Then cover the back window with 
a cloth (to cover the light from the window) and bait the 
front chamber with something irresistible to bees such as 
honeycomb laced with sugar syrup, often lightly scented with 
anise.

Then open the divider between the front and back 
chambers. Give the bees several minutes to glut themselves 
on the bait, then open the front door of the bee box to release 
them.

When the bee box is empty, repeat the process of capturing 
bees in the empty box, trapping them in the rear chamber, 
baiting the front chamber, waiting for the bees to glut 
themselves on the bait, and releasing them. “By repeating this 
capture-and-release process,” advises Seeley, “you multiply 
your chances of success in establishing a beeline.”

When the bait-laden bees are first released from the box, 
they will perform some slow aerial maneuvers to memorize 
the surrounding landmarks. They will also blunder around, 
trying to home in on the location of the hive from their 
current location. It will require several repeat visits to the 
baited bee box before the bees can go in a straight line 
between the bait and the hive — the true beeline.

At this point, the bait should be freely available outside the 
bee box. (Some people place the bait on a brightly painted 
piece of wood or cloth to resemble a flower.) The bait will 

attract more and more bees as word gets around.
After several visits, it’s time to mark the bees. Seeley 

recommends selecting about 10 girls for marking with 
different colors or color combos. These marked bees become 
the scouts. Watercolor paints and a fine-tipped brush work 
best. Don’t use more than a pinhead-sized drop of paint. The 
best targeted spot is the fuzzy spot on their thorax between 
the wings, but it’s not always easy to hit the mark.

Watch the marked bees carefully as they rise and head 
for home. Make a note of a landmark toward which they’re 
flying — a tree or rock or something — then take a compass 
bearing of the landmark, and write this down in your 
notebook. Different bees may not follow the same precise 
path to their nest, nor do bees always make a true “beeline” 
toward their nest, but may veer in response to terrain and 
slope. For this reason, having data from multiple bees over 
multiple trips will narrow things down.

Bees fly at about 15 mph. Timing how long it takes a 
marked bee to return to the bait will help determine how 
far away the nest may be (keeping in mind it takes about 
two minutes to drop her payload when she arrives at the 
nest). Seeley’s rule of thumb is this: If the bees are gone 
between two to four minutes, the bee tree is very close 
(possibly within sight). If the bees are gone between five and 
nine minutes, the nest is less than a mile away. Ten and 15 
minutes, the nest is far away but still findable. Much longer, 
and the task is probably hopeless.

During the process of tracking the bees’ timing and 
direction, move the bait closer and closer to the direction the 
bees are flying. This will help narrow both the distance and 
the direction to the nest.

Can you understand why beelining is the ultimate 
in nature’s treasure hunt? It takes a cool head, many 
calculations, and patience to find the gold.

If you decide to take up the sport of beelining, it’s best to 
follow the advice of people who have actually done it, rather 
than written about it second-hand (guilty!). Dr. Seeley’s book 
is one of the best modern guides available, though there are 
several older, mid-century (or earlier) manuals that are just as 
enthusiastic and knowledgeable.

Happy hunting! 

Nearly as important 
as capturing the bees is 

deciding where to release 
them, for this is the point 

where true beelining starts. 
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BY KRISTI COOK 

American Foulbrood 
Versus

European Foulbrood

AMERICAN FOULBROOD 
AND EUROPEAN 
FOULBROOD are perhaps two 

of the most commonly misunderstood 
diseases among beekeepers. And 
understandably so. After all, both 
diseases share many of the same 
characteristics even down to their 
names. However, there are just as many 
differences between the two that make 
identification much simpler than we 
often think it is. Here’s a breakdown of 
those similarities and differences, and 
how to obtain an accurate diagnosis 
when either foulbrood is suspected.

What Is Foulbrood?
Both American foulbrood (AFB) 

and European foulbrood (EFB) are 
highly contagious diseases caused by 
two different bacteria. These bacteria 
may be brought into an unsuspecting, 
healthy colony by adult honeybees, 
robbers, contaminated equipment, and 
through the use of contaminated honey 
and pollen.

Transmission throughout the colony 
of both diseases occurs via nurse bees 
feeding infected food to larvae roughly 
two days old or younger. Sick, dying, 
and dead larvae turn from a glistening 

In most states, burning of diseased colonies is the recommended treatment for AFB. PHOTO CREDIT: Jrmgkia, CC BY-SA 3.0 <https://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by-sa/3.0>, via Wikimedia Commons.

The rope test is a good indicator of the 
presence of American foul brood. PHOTO 
CREDIT: Food and Environment Research 
Agency (Fera), Crown Copyright.
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white color to yellow to brown and 
even black. Shotgun brood patterns 
will also be noted as diseased larvae 
are removed by nurse bees. To make 
identification even more difficult, both 
diseases emit foul odors of decay as the 
brood dies.

Left unchecked, both diseases can 
completely destroy not only a single 
colony but an entire apiary in a short 
period of time.

AMERICAN FOULBROOD
AFB is arguably the most alarming 

of the two diseases. Caused by a 
spore-producing bacterium called 
Paenibacillus larvae, adult honeybees 
carry the disease-causing spores on 
their bodies as they go about their daily 
activities and bring them back to the 
hive. Spores ingested by larvae quickly 
germinate and multiply within the 
honeybee’s midgut until the gut wall 
ruptures. causing bacteria to flood the 
body cavity, thus killing its host.

Visible signs of AFB include 
discolored (yellow to brown to black) 
brood in the late larval stage to the early 
pupal stage. These larvae typically die 
in an upright position shortly after their 
cell is capped. Capped cells appear as 
sunken or somewhat caved in, often 
with a greasy look. Cell cappings often 
present with holes and tiny perforations 
as well. 

When death occurs during the pupal 
stage, it is possible to witness what is 
known as “false tongue.” This false 
tongue gives the appearance of the 
honeybee’s tongue sticking from one 

cell wall to the opposite cell wall. The 
body of the pupa essentially melts down 
into the cell, leaving behind this false 
tongue. This sign is unique to AFB but 
is not always present.

After about a month, desiccated 
pupae turn black and become what is 
known as “scale.” This scale is stuck 
so efficiently to the lower cell wall 
that removal is impossible without 
damaging the wall. Transmission 
throughout the hive continues as house 
bees attempt to clean out these infected 
cells. 

The final, most confirming sign to 
look for without a diagnostic test is 

the rope test. Larvae infected with 
AFB become gooey before they fully 
dry out. This gooey matter readily 
sticks to a toothpick, twig, or even a 
matchstick that has been swirled into 
the goo. As the toothpick is pulled from 
the cell, larval remains will stretch out 
and appear ropey if AFB is present. 
However, the absence of this ropiness 
is not an indicator that all is well with 
the colony, so don’t rely solely on this 
field test. 

Due to the extreme economic 
impact of untreated colonies infected 
with AFB, most states require 
beekeepers report AFB breakouts. 
Most often, a state bee inspector 
will visit the apiary in question and 
run a more thorough diagnostic 
test, and will then advise on what 
the state requires to prevent further 
transmission of this horrible disease. 
There are times when guidelines 
may allow for the torching of larger 
equipment like hive bodies, lids, and 
bottom boards rather than burning 
them. Alternative treatments/remedies 
are highly variable, making contact 
with your state agency a necessity to 
keep your bees and other beekeepers’ 
bees safe from AFB.

False tongue, while not always present, is unique to AFB. PHOTO CREDIT: Food and Environment 
Research Agency (Fera), Crown Copyright.

Sunken capping and capping holes often associated with AFB but not usually with EFB. PHOTO 
CREDIT: Stephen J Repasky.
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EUROPEAN FOULBROOD
Caused by the non-spore producing bacterium, 

Melissococcus plutonium, European foulbrood is not nearly 
as devastating as AFB with proper intervention. However, 
transmission of EFB is the same as AFB — adult bees, 
equipment, and food sources — with heavy colony losses 
possible if left untreated. The good news is there are plenty 
of signs available to help differentiate EFB from AFB with 
the naked eye. 

For instance, EFB tends to be more prevalent during 
the early spring when colonies are stressed from cool, wet 
weather, during nectar dearths, in the presence of high 
varroa counts, as well as other common stressors. Colonies 
weakened by these stressors become more susceptible to this 
bacteria just as people become more susceptible to colds and 
the flu when our bodies become too stressed.  

Symptoms of European foulbrood include a lack of 
sunken, greasy looking cappings. Larvae fed brood food 
infected with EFB bacteria do not live as long as those 
infected with AFB because the bacteria growing inside 
the larva’s midgut multiplies and begins competing with 
the larva for nutrients rather than bursting the midgut. 
This battle for nutrients results in larvae requesting extra 
feedings, alerting the nurse bees of trouble. However, 
rather than continue feeding these overly hungry larvae, 
nurse bees promptly discard them. This removal of infected 
larvae prior to cell capping results in the typical shotgun 
appearance as also seen with AFB. 

There are occasions, however, when EFB infected larvae 
do die after cell capping or larvae are not removed by nurse 
bees as quickly as some colonies may. Infected larvae still 
exhibit the typical yellow to brown coloring as seen in AFB; 
however, larvae not removed prior to capping are often seen 
twisted inside their cells, dead larvae do not rope out, no false 
tongue is visible, and the odor is not nearly as foul as with 
AFB. The scale left behind in EFB, while similar to AFB, has 
one distinctive difference — removal is easy to accomplish 
without destroying the cell wall due to the lack of adhesion to 
the cell walls. 

European foulbrood, just like AFB, is a reportable 
honeybee disease in most states. However, the good news is 
that destruction of the colony is not necessary, as treatment 
options for EFB do exist. One of the simplest ways to turn 
an EFB infected colony around is to shake the colony’s adult 
bees onto new foundation while discarding the old, infected 
comb. Feeding with sugar syrup and protein patties while 
adding additional adult bees and brood from a stronger, 
healthier hive is another option as increased feed and 
populations relieves the stressors that encourage many cases 
of EFB. Requeening with hygienic stock is another option. 
In more difficult or more advanced cases, treatment with 
the antibiotic Terramycin is useful. However, any antibiotic 
use in honeybee colonies must be under the guidance of a 
veterinarian. 

Differentiating between both American and European 
foulbrood can be daunting at best for many due to their many 
similarities. However, both diseases have enough differences 
to help take the guesswork out of diagnosing suspicious 
colonies. Once a potential diagnosis is made, state inspectors 
and purchased testing kits can help take the final guesswork 
out of the equation. 

Greasy and sunken wax cappings of AFB. PHOTO CREDIT: Maryann Frazier.

EFB typically presents with discolored larvae in the curled or twisted 
position and little to no sunken wax cappings, as seen here, while AFB 
infected larvae are commonly seen in the upright position along with 
sunken wax cappings. PHOTO CREDIT: Rob Snyder beeinformed.org.
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Store your notes, journal entries, daily beekeeping 
records, observations, and to-do lists within the 
pages of this beautiful and inspirational journal.

The Beekeeper’s Journal will be right at home 
among your beekeeping supplies because it’s the 
perfect place to keep your thoughts, recipes, 
inspirations, sketches, and more. Photographs 
and illustrations on each spread complement 
the helpful tips, anecdotes, ideas, recipes, how-
tos, and images from beekeeping expert Kim 
Flottum.

This book is a useful tool and the perfect 
keepsake for avid beekeepers; make your own 
beekeeping scrapbook among its beautifully 
illustrated pages!

$19.99
Item #11794

Find out more at Shop.IAmCountryside.com 
or call 970-392-4419.

Promo code: MBYPANZ1. Price does not include shipping and handling. 

An Illustrated Register for Your
Beekeeping Adventures!
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plants and pollination 

BEE SOIL 
IMPROVEMENT

IMPROVING SOIL QUALITY 
WITH PLANT AND LAND 
management is a valuable aim. On 

a local scale, it improves and protects 
watershed health and, of course, healthy 
soils produce vigorous plants. Robust 
plants may feed a family, be sold for 
money, feed animals for commercial 
benefit, or have purely aesthetic 
value. On a larger scale, healthy 
soil sequesters carbon and therefore 
counteracts global climate change. 
It also helps mitigate the impact of 
dramatic weather patterns, as strong, 
resilient soil is less prone to collapses 
and slides, and more capable of 
holding water, thus reducing flooding 
potentials.

There are a number of ways to 
improve soil quality with plants and 
measure the results. 

Plants may produce deep roots which 
mine minerals or perform nitrogen 
fixation to enrich the soil, both while 
sustaining soil microbe populations. 
They may improve the physical 
condition of soil (tilth), defined as a 
combination of soil aspects including 
aggregate and pore structure, water-
holding capacity, nutrient-holding 
capacity, and organic matter content 
(note that organic matter can be 
increased by root production and 
above-ground biomass). Plants will also 
protect soil tilth and prevent erosion 
with their presence. Additionally, weed 

suppression is regarded as improving 
soil if it is ultimately destined to 
be a production seed bed (with the 
resultant fewer weed seeds present). 
Plants perform all these services by 
establishment as a green manure 
(grown instead of a cash crop), cover 
crop (grown between cash crops, 
i.e., during winter), living mulch/
undersowing, buffer or filter strip, or 
insectary strip, for example. 

A Boon for Bees
Where do honeybees come in? Many 

plants that maintain and improve soil 
health can also produce flowers with 
high-quality nectar and pollen. To 
choose the right plants, consider the 
plant management situation and soil 
types you are working with, as well 
as the soil and bee benefits offered 
by each plant. When and where does 
each plant grow best? When does it 
flower? To benefit both soil and bees, 
will you need to time your mowings 
to delay flowering or encourage leafy 
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growth? Don’t lose sight of the fact that 
your aim is to produce healthy plants. 
Healthy plants pump more sugars into 
the soil to feed the microbes, have more 
robust growth with which to protect and 
improve soil, and offer better quality 
food for pollinators.

Here is a listing of plants with 
different strengths and capabilities. 

COMMON BUCKWHEAT
Fagopyrum esculentum is a familiar 

cover crop and green manure that 
favors very fertile, loose, and moist 
(but not soggy) soil. Famed as a soil 
conditioner and weed suppressor 
(due to its rapid germination and 
growth), it’s a member of the rhubarb 
family, and offers a further benefit 
by feeding biological diversity in the 
soil. Soil microbes respond to plant 
root exudates, compounds which are 
plant-specific. By including a typically 
underrepresented plant family member, 
you are adding diversity both above 
and below the soil. Additionally, this 
annual’s exudates have a specific 
and positive impact on phosphorus 
availability in the soil.

CHICORY
Cichorium intybus is a member of 

the sunflower family. It is drought 
tolerant and mineral rich, thanks to 
its substantial taproot. It favors well- 

to moderately-drained soils having 
medium- to high- fertility, and full sun. 
Variety is all-important when choosing 
this species, which includes Italian 
dandelion, radicchio, and (high-protein) 
forage chicory for cattle. 

The chicory plant is considered a 
“honey plant.” The honey produced 
from this plant tastes like a chicory-
flavored coffee. 

Try planting it in a buffer or insectary 
strip, perhaps with one of the following 
fertility-enhancing clovers.

BERSEEM OR EGYPTIAN CLOVER
Trifolium alexandrinum is an annual 

clover with a high rate of nitrogen 
fixation, a tolerance of a range of 
soil types (excluding sand) and 
environmental temperatures. This clove 
has the ability to withstand drought 
conditions, excess soil moisture, 
and excess salinity — though it will 
positively thrive in slight alkalinity. 
Often planted as a cover crop or green 
manure, it does well as a ground cover, 
in a buffer strip, or in a well-managed 
filter strip (as it is a high-quality 
forage).

Honeybees are especially attracted 
to berseem clover as they collect both 
pollen and nectar from the flowers. 

BUCKWHEAT
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CRIMSON OR ITALIAN CLOVER
Trifolium incarnatum is an annual 

that spends the winter dormant and 
resumes growth in spring, providing 
flowers in May for a fairly early nectar 
source. It is therefore a cover crop that 
can be tilled under in time to provide a 
generous nitrogen boost to full-season 
crops. This attractive clover does not 
spread by runners and so is relatively 
easy to eliminate by tillage, though if 
allowed to, it will readily reseed itself. 
Not for acidic, sandy, or waterlogged 
soils, crimson clover distinguishes itself 
by being shade tolerant and therefore 
a great option as a pollinator-friendly 
living mulch or in the understory of an 
insectary strip.

WHITE CLOVER

NEW ZEALAND WHITE CLOVER
Trifolium repens ‘New Zealand’ is a 

low-growing, heat-tolerant, perennial 
clover. Its vigorous nature, tolerance 
of a wide variety of soil types, and 
root system make it a top pick for filter 
strips, living mulches, or other locations 
where erosion control is particularly 
desired. This clover has a leguminous 
taproot as it begins growth; after a 
few years it has developed a rather 
fibrous system that not only holds soil 
in place but also contributes to a high 
level of organic matter production. 
Its ability to withstand mowing, 
growth with runners, and tolerance of 
heavy traffic make it ideal as a lawn 
replacement. Note that white clover 
honey is considered by many to be the 
benchmark of honeys.

FIELD MUSTARD
Brassica rapa leads to unpleasant 

tasting honey for harvesting, but it’s 
not for you! As a biennial, its flowers’ 
nectar and high-quality pollen (fat- and 
protein-rich) are perfect spring fare 
for honeybees. A common, low-cost 
cover crop (especially in orchards), 
field mustard produces high levels of 
glucosinolates. This natural chemical 
agent suppresses both pests and 
weeds, and acts to stimulant the soil 
microbe community. Though proper 
management is necessary to avoid its 
proliferation as a weed, field mustard 
offers the further benefit of providing 
nesting/overwintering material for 
pollinators.

DILL
Anethum graveolens is not a 

traditional soil improver, but why not? 
As a member of the carrot family, 
it has the familial large taproot and 
corresponding drought tolerance and 
capacity to improve soil tilth — its 
taproot especially helps to channel 
through poorly drained soils. This 
annual’s seed is widely available, and 
can be gathered easily or allowed to 
self-seed. Note that “slow to bolt” 
varieties are not what you want to plant. 

WHITE CLOVER

SILVER YELLOW CLOVER



BACKYARDBEEKEEPING.IAMCOUNTRYSIDE.COM     37

LEAH SMITH is a freelance writer and home and market 
gardener. She works on her family’s farm in mid-Michigan 
called Nodding Thistle (certified organic 1984-2009, 
principally by Organic Growers of Michigan). A graduate 
of Michigan State University, she can be reached at 
noddingthistle@gmail.com.

Excellent for annual insectary strips, 
the plant’s umbel-shaped flowers make 
it a favorite of various bees.

SUNFLOWER
Helianthus spp. is sure to be perfectly 

suited to your situation if you pick 
the right species and variety. Whether 
planted as a cover crop, as part of an 
insectary strip, or in an ornamental bed; 
in full sun or the shade [rely on the 
woodland sunflower (H. divaricatus) 
here]; or even as part of a prairie 
restoration or reclaimed industrial 
site project, sunflowers are as useful 
to honeybees and the soil as they 
are attractive to humans. They are 
simply full of juice with extrafloral 
nectar (sugary droplets from nonfloral 

plant parts) above ground and potent 
exudates below. Make sure to avoid 
any pollen-less or elaborate, double-
petaled hybrid varieties, as they are not 
pollinator-friendly.

WHITE AND YELLOW 
SWEETCLOVER

Melilotus alba and M. officinalis 
are top honeybee plants, monumental 
nitrogen fixers, aboveground biomass 
producers (potentially reaching 
six feet), nutrient miners, and soil 
compaction rectifiers. Though yellow 
sweetclover has better drought 
tolerance, heat tolerance, and biomass 
production, white sweetclover is 
taller and “stemmier” and sometimes 
considered a better soil tilther. Once 
established, these biennials produce 
pollen- and nectar-laden blossoms from 
April until July. Plant early during the 
cool, damp spring months for better 
growth. Excellent choice for a buffer 
strip that can be mown.

LACY PHACELIA
Phacelia tanacetifolia is an eye-

catching, rapidly growing annual 
known for two thing — being 
extremely attractive to many bee 
species and functioning as a cover 
crop that conditions topsoil better 
than any other plant. Additionally, 
it absorbs excess soil nitrates, 
preventing runoff or soil imbalances. 
Also consider lacy phacelia for 
insectary, buffer, or filter strips not 
intended for human or other animal 
traffic (as plants are covered in itchy 
pubescence). 

SUNFLOWER

DILL
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OFFER A 
TASTE OF 
HONEY 
FOR A 
REAL BUZZ

BY DOROTHY RIEKE

BETWEEN THE BOMBING OF 
Pearl Harbor on December 7, 
1941, and the D-Day invasion 

of Europe in June of 1944, there were 
many hours of worry and fear for 
those Americans on the home front. 
In addition, this war influenced every 
aspect of lives; making changes, going 
without, and causing stress. 

Food, gas, and shoes were rationed. 
There were scrap metal, paper, grease, 
and other drives to help the war effort. 
People listened to radio reports and 
grew increasingly worried about their 
loved ones serving in the Armed 
Forces. 

News of several neighbor boys’ 
deaths increased alarm and fear. 
Americans became aware of the fact 
that they must sacrifice in order to 
achieve victories on both fronts. 

Families used ration books to buy 
allotments of meat, sugar, gas, and 

other items. Americans, at this time, 
learned to do more with less so there 
would be enough for everyone. Many 
learned to drink less coffee and do 
without sugar. 

American housewives had to learn 
how to cook and bake with less sugar. 
Many used honey and corn syrup 
extensively in their baking efforts. 
Being motivated and especially aware 
of the taste of food, these American 
women created some amazing recipes 
without using sugar as an ingredient. 

The commercial baking industry has 
always used honey, but its popularity 
is increasing because consumer trends 
align perfectly with the benefits of 
honey. For consumers, honey tastes 
good, benefits baked foods, and appeals 
to those searching for sweet products 
with natural ingredients. 

Perhaps the best fact about honey 
is that it naturally gives bakers a 

“clean label” alternative to other 
sweeteners. It imparts exceptional 
flavors in most bakery foods, from 
cookies to cakes and pies. The 
naturally occurring organic acids 
in honey enhance flavors of spices, 
fruits, and nuts. When used with 
cinnamon or other spices, honey 
brings out those flavors. 

An added advantage is that 
products that contain honey dry 
out more slowly and seldom crack 
when baking. Honey also produces 
a more evenly browned crust at 
lower temperatures as a result of this 
sweetener’s fructose content. 

Honey is also known for an improved 
aroma in cakes, biscuits, breads, and 
other products. Its high acidity also 
helps inhibit mold growth in bakery 
food. 

Another plus for honey is that it 
naturally coats, binds, and thickens 
products, improving body. Because it is 
water soluble, honey is easily added to 
many recipes. 

For those of us who are concerned 
with chemicals in food, honey, both 
natural and pure, is not created with 
chemicals. Honey comes from Mother 
Nature. 

One valuable property of honey is 
that it helps fight off bacteria and germs 
as well as some bacterial infections. 
Years ago, honey was used as medicine 
for many kinds of ailments. It also 
has antibacterial agents and antiseptic 
properties which help fight off germs. 
A tablespoon of honey in the morning 
will help with the effects of a cold or 
allergies. 

The ladies in our southeastern 
Nebraska community shared their 
recipes for baked goods without the 
use of sugar in a cookbook published 
in 1949. Before I wrote this article, I 
tested the recipes using honey. Was 
I surprised! Of course, these ladies 
would only submit their best recipes for 
publication. 

During the past few weeks, my 
husband and I have had some delicious 
treats. See the following: 
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SALAD DRESSING
Melt 4 tablespoons of butter. Add 2 
tablespoons flour, 2 teaspoons salt, 
1 teaspoon prepared mustard, ½ cup 
honey, 1 cup water, 1 cup of vinegar. 

Cook till thick, beat 4 eggs and pour 
part of the mixture into them, then put 
it back into mixture and cook till thick. 
Store in the refrigerator.

PEANUT DROP 
COOKIES
1 cup shortening

1 cup sugar

2 eggs

3 tablespoons honey or molasses 

¼ cup milk

3 cups flour

3 teaspoons baking powder

½ teaspoon salt (omit if salted peanuts 
are used) 

1½ cups of ground shelled peanuts

1 cup raisins

Cream shortening and sugar together. Add 
well-beaten eggs, honey or molasses, and 
the milk, then mix. Add the flour which 
has been sifted with the baking powder 
and salt. Fold in the ground peanuts 
and raisins. Drop by small spoonfuls 
onto a greased cooky sheet. Bake in a 
350-degree F oven for about 12 minutes. 

Note: If you have a sweet tooth, place 
a small spoonful of orange-flavored 
icing on top of each cookie. Use frozen 
orange juice mixed with powdered 
sugar for orange-flavored icing. 

PUMPKIN PIE MADE 
WITH HONEY
Melt 2 tablespoons of butter in a pan 
and add 1½ cups pumpkin. Let cook 
a few minutes and combine with ¾ 
cup honey, 1 teaspoon cinnamon, ½ 
teaspoon nutmeg, ½ teaspoon salt, 2 
eggs (beaten)and 1½ cups milk. Pour 
into a pie tin and bake 15 minutes in a 
hot oven and decrease heat until done. 

Note: Heat oven to 375 degrees F. After 
15 minutes, lower temperature to 350 
degrees F. 

CHOCOLATE CHIP 
COOKIES
Cream ½ cup shortening and 1 egg. Add 
1/3 cup honey and 2 tablespoons water. 
Sift together 1 cup flour, 1½ teaspoons 
baking powder, ¼ teaspoon salt, ½ 
teaspoon cinnamon, and ½ teaspoon 
allspice. Add 1 cup chocolate bits and ½ 
cup nutmeats. Bake at 350 degrees F for 
about 15 minutes. 

This recipe has few ingredients for a 
very good, soft, cake-like cookie. 

CHOCOLATE-HONEY 
OATMEAL COOKIES
Cream together 1 cup honey, 1 cup 
butter or 7/8 cup lard. Add 2 eggs 
(beaten) 3 squares chocolate (melted), 2 
cups quick cooking oatmeal,1 teaspoon 
vanilla. Sift together 2 cups flour, ¾ 
teaspoon baking soda, ¼ teaspoon 
salt, 1 teaspoon cinnamon.

Add dry ingredients alternately with ¼ 
cup sour milk and 1 cup nut meats. 
Bake at 350 degrees F for 15 minutes. 

CHOCOLATE CHIP 
COOKIES
¼ cup shortening 

½ cup honey

1 egg

1 cup quick oats

1 tablespoon milk

1 cup sifted flour

2 teaspoons baking powder

¼ teaspoon salt

¼ teaspoon vanilla

7 ounces chocolate chips

Cream shortening and honey. Stir in 
beaten egg, quick oats, and milk. Sift 
dry ingredients together. Add flavoring 
and chocolate chips.

Drop by teaspoon on greased cookie 
sheet. Bake at 350 degrees F for 12 to 
15 minutes. 

HONEY 
REFRIGERATOR 
COOKIES
Cream together ½ cup honey, ½ cup 
brown sugar, ½ cup shortening, 1 egg. 

Add 2½ cups flour, 1 teaspoon baking 
powder, ¼ teaspoon soda, ½ teaspoon 
salt, ½ cup nutmeats. 

Shape into a loaf, wrap in wax paper, and 
chill. Slice and bake in 350-degree F oven.

CHOCOLATE DROPS 
½ cup shortening

 ½ cup sugar

½ cup honey

2 eggs (beaten)

1 teaspoon vanilla

½ cup milk

2 squares unsweetened chocolate 
(melted)

2 cups flour

1 teaspoon soda

½ teaspoon salt 

Cream shortening and sugar 
thoroughly. Add honey, eggs, and 
vanilla and beat well. Add chocolate, 
then mix. Sift flour with baking soda 
and salt, and add alternately with milk. 
Drop batter from a teaspoon onto 
greased cookie sheet and bake at 350 
degrees F for 12 to 15 minutes. 

HONEY TEA CAKES
2 cups sifted flour 

1 teaspoon baking powder

¼ teaspoon baking soda

½ teaspoon salt

2 eggs

1 cup strained honey

1 teaspoon lemon flavoring

1 cup heavy sour cream

Mix all ingredients and bake at 350 
degrees F for about 20 minutes. 

DOROTHY RIEKE, living in southeast Nebraska, is married to Kenneth 
and has one daughter. She has lived on farms all her life and has raised 
both chickens and turkeys.
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honey and beeswax

Weird 
Honey
HONEY, TO MOST PEOPLE, IS AN, amber-colored 

syrup that comes wrapped in tiny, hexagonal 
segments of wax and contained in everything 

from artificially constructed boxes to barn walls to tree 
trunks. Fans of buckwheat honey know that color can vary 
a great deal from the normal color people tend to think of. 
Readers of the article, “When Honey-Colored Means Blue” 
(Backyard Beekeeping April/May of 2022) know that bees 
can produce some really strange honeys! 

Some of these tiny pollinators live just to mess with your 
expectations, though. Changing the color of our honey? 
That’s an amateur move! We can do better than that! 

Elvish Honey
Let’s start by making honey without hives. Elvish honey 

comes from Turkey and is currently the most expensive 
honey in the world. It is harvested from only one spot — a 
cave that requires professional climbers to access it. The bees 
involved in this endeavor do not build hives; instead, they 
store their honey directly into the mineral-rich walls. 

The owner of this cave and the only current seller of 
Elvish honey, Gunay Gunduz, says that the location and the 
minerals give the sweet syrup a taste unlike any you will 
find in the world. However, you will pay for that rare sip — 
Elvish honey costs more than $3,000 per pound.  

Vulture Bees
How about making honey without flowers? The vulture 

bee can do that! This obstinate little insect insists on living in 
an area where almost no flowers grow, so they have to find 
another source to make food. So how does one make honey 
without pollen?

Meat. Carrion, to be exact. Vulture bees get their name 
from their practice of using dead animals to make honey. 

Vulture bee honey is thicker than the vision of honey that 
people usually have, and is reported to not taste terribly good 
to people. Namely because people expect honey to be sweet, 
and honey made from carrion is not.  

How is this accomplished? Rather than having stingers, 
vulture bees have teeth to break down and carry off bits of 
the rotting flesh for processing. Also, rather than returning to 
the hive to dance the location of the find — like honeybees 
do — vulture bees remain at the site and release pheromones 
to summon the rest of the hive. While waiting for its 
companions, it will chase off flies and other competing 
insects to protect its “treasure.”

This isn’t the only reason there isn’t really a market for carrion 
honey. Despite its rather disgusting source, vulture bees also make 
their honey difficult to gather, starting with their tendency of 
dropping a bee larva into each separate storage cell. Also, unlike 
honeybees who make tons of extra honey, vulture bees make 
barely enough to feed their own hive. Collecting honey from 
them, therefore, would be sentencing the entire hive to death. 

ALTERNATE INSECTS
Want a real challenge? How about making honey without 

bees? Despite the impression of bees being the only insects that 
make honey, both the Mexican honey wasp and honeypot ants 
also use pollen to make a sweet nectar that feeds their brethren. 

Mexican Honey Wasps
Mexican honey wasps are actually a number of wasp-types 

living mostly in Mexico, but one type has been found in 
Texas as well. They are a tiny wasp, smaller than the bees 
whose lifestyle they imitate. They develop paper nests the 
way other wasps do, but unlike many species of wasp, they 
are frequently harmless unless the nest is threatened. 

Their colonies are smaller than that of bees. Bees can have 

BY SHERRI TALBOT
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anywhere from 20,000 to 80,000 bees in a hive, while Mexican 
honey wasps tend to hold steady at around 18,000 in a colony 
but can have as few as 4,000 insects in a small nest. They also 
produce honey in a much smaller quantity than bees. They are 
dual-purpose for some crops however, not only pollinating, but 
eating harmful insects that might damage plants.

The honey made by these wasps is said by some sources to be 
identical to that created by bees — which makes sense, since it 
often comes from the same plants. Others who have tried it say 
it is more comparable to maple syrup in taste and consistency. 
Despite producing smaller amounts, the honey is quite edible to 
those who want to dare the process of gathering it, and the wasp 
larvae are considered a delicacy in parts of Mexico.

Honeypot Ants
Honeypot ants are another insect that use pollen to make 

honey. Unlike bees and wasps that store the results in their 
nests, these ants store the honey in their bodies, increasing 
their girth to amazing size until they cannot walk. When 
full, they hang themselves from the roof and walls of their 
colony and wait until they are needed. If the ant colony has 
a shortage of food, these living food depots regurgitate the 
nutritious syrup for the rest of the brood. Honeypots are a job 
— rather than a species — that only exist within certain ant-
types. Only about 35 of the around 35,000 known ant species 
have honeypots ants in their hierarchies.

Honeypot ants are found most often in the hotter, drier 

parts of the world, including Australia, Mexico, and the 
southwestern United States. In both Australia and Mexico, 
the tiny, sweet insects are considered a delicacy and 
incorporated into the human food supply. Like bees and 
wasps, this is a limited, emergency food source, so those 
harvesting the ants need to be careful not to take too many. 

Honeypot ants are eaten whole, and are compared to eating a 
small grape. The ant is crushed between the top of the mouth and 
the tongue to give a burst of sweet flavor. In other cases, they may 
be incorporated into desserts. In parts of Mexico, honeypots were 
used in a fermented recipe to make alcoholic drinks and the ants 
were also considered to be an ingredient in medicines. 

What does it taste like? Opinions differ. Some claim it is 
sweet like the honey we know and love. Others report it has 
more of a sour taste mixed in — describing it as “lemony,” 
“vinegar,” or “sweet and sour.” No matter what the taste, 
the novice ant-eater will have the interesting experience of 
getting used to the legs. 

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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hive minds

BY PATRICE LEWIS

THE LOST HONEYBEES OF BLENHEIM

BRITAIN’S BLENHEIM 
PALACE IS A massive country 
house located in Woodstock, 

Oxfordshire, and one of Britain’s 
largest homes. Built between 1705 
and 1722, it achieved the coveted 
designation of a UNESCO World 
Heritage Site in 1987. It is the seat of 
the Dukes of Marlborough and is most 
famously associated with Sir Winston 
Churchill, for whom it was both 
birthplace and ancestral home.

Blenheim holds another distinction. Its 
estate of 6,000 acres contains Europe’s 
largest ancient oak forest, and in 2021, 
a marvelous thing was discovered: wild 
honeybees. And not just any honeybees. 
These bees are their own subspecies 
(ecotype), specifically adapted to these 
ancient woodlands. Even more, they 
are the wild heirs and last surviving 
descendants of Britain’s native honeybee 
population, long since thought to be 
wiped out by disease and invasive species. 
They are believed to have a pure lineage 
back to the times of the British Black 
Bee. This makes them astoundingly rare.

The oaks found on the Blenheim 
estate are between 400 and 1,000 years 
old, and are the remnants of a medieval 
hunting preserve of ancient kings. 
Because of its royal designation, no 
one was allowed to harvest wood. As 
a result, the trees — and the bees — 
flourished in this isolated environment.

Since the layout of the forest is 
essentially frozen in time, the bees’ 
foraging patterns have been remarkably 
consistent, isolated, and exceptionally 
adapted to the local setting.

When the bees were first recognized, 
it was thought there was only one 
wild hive on the estate. But when this 
speculation was made in the presence of 
Filipe Salbany, he casually disagreed. 
“Oh, I bet I could find more.”

Salbany is an internationally 
renowned bee conservationist and 
expert who has worked with bees on 
three continents. Among his many 
talents are bee-lining and tree climbing 
(no small task, considering some 
hives are 60 feet up). Salbany found 
dozens of colonies of wild honeybees 
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on the Blenheim state, and there are 
more areas still to explore. He started 
photographing the inside of the colonies 
by jamming his cell phone inside, but 
has since graduated to an endoscope.
What makes the Blenheim bees unique? 
Their DNA is being tested to confirm 
the purity of their line, but it’s not hard 
to pick them out in a crowd. Blenheim 
bees are smaller, furrier, and darker than 
their domestic counterparts, with less 
banding. Additionally, their wings are 
smaller and have distinctive veins, very 
different from imported bees. The wild 
colonies produce small swarms (about 
5,000 individuals). Interestingly, these 
swarms contain multiple queens — up 
to nine, in one case — which is more 
characteristic of African honeybees 
than European. Blenheim bees don’t 
store much honey over the winter, and 
this counterintuitive behavior doesn’t 
seem to adversely affect the health of 
the colony. Blenheim bees also forage 
in temperatures as low as 39 degrees 
Fahrenheit (most bees stop flying below 
53 degrees F).

Interestingly, Blenheim bees don’t 
seem to “recognize” hive boxes as 
suitable homes. Feral versions of 
domestic bees have been selected to 
build on flat sheets (as someone put it, 
“Managed bees tend to recognize hives 
as homes”), but not the Blenheim bees. 
Their preference is the hollow places 
in oak trees, although beech and cedar 
will do in a pinch. The tree cavities they 
prefer are about a quarter the size of a 
commercial beehive with an entrance 
less than two inches, and very high off 
the ground (45 to 60 feet), which is one 
reason why it took so long to discover 
them. Within these cavities, the 
comb-building pattern is ideal for tree 
hollows, offering the Blenheim bees 
maximum defense and climate control.

Another interesting aspect of the 
Blenheim bees is their reaction to the 
dreaded Varroa mite. Salbany says, 
“These bees are quite unique in that 
they live in nests in very small cavities, 
as bees have for millions of years, 
and they have the ability to live with 
disease. They have had no treatment for 
the Varroa mite — yet they’re not dying 
off.”

This seeming tolerance of the Varroa 
mite does not, however, make Blenheim 
bees immune to numerous factors that 
could disrupt, dilute, or kill off their 
colonies.

One of the concerns is the 
proximity of commercial hives, 
which could jeopardize the genetic 
purity of the Blenheim colonies. 
There are no managed hives on the 
Blenheim estate, and the grounds 
are large enough that the Blenheim 
bees are fairly isolated from nearby 
commercial colonies. There have 
been attempts by local beekeepers 
to set up Buckfast hives around the 
perimeter of the estate, which could 
jeopardize the purity of the Blenheim 
bees, but Salbany uses barrier (bait) 
hives to intercept any swarms from 
these imported bees before they 
contaminate the gene line.

Additionally, Salbany points out 
how the damp and humid valleys 
form physical barriers to imported 
honeybees. He says, “It’s a closed 
environment, in terms of bee access.”

The Blenheim bees seem to have 
reached a steady carrying capacity. 
Salbany notes, “For the 50 honeybee 
colonies that we have found, we 
probably have 500 empty sites for 

them to swarm into. They do not 
populate every single site: they’ve 
reached an equilibrium with their 
environment.”

Salbany finds the bees are extremely 
relaxed — enough that he does not 
require any protective gear when 
working with them. This relaxed 
attitude extends even to colonies 
in close proximity to each other … 
and with wasps. The insects seem to 
have enough forage available that no 
competition or (in the case of wasps) 
raiding occurs.

The discovery of the Blenheim 
bees is remarkable. Because of their 
unique heritage, efforts are being 
made to preserve them. According to 
one online forum, Salbany delayed 
announcing his discovery of the bees 
until he was certain they would be safe 
from conventional beekeepers, who 
often decimate any wild colonies they 
find.

The Blenheim estate is, in many 
respects, a time capsule within British 
agriculture, and the bees within it are 
highly adapted to the local forage 
rhythms (agricultural records from 
a century ago confirm this). The 
discovery of the Blenheim bees is both 
astounding and encouraging. 
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February

GUIDE TO BEEKEEPING IN THE NORTHERN HEMISPHERE.

calendar

BY MARISSA AMES

beekeeping calendar

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 Fahrenheit.
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 and 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.

. 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. Don’t 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 Date
~ March 12: Daylight Savings Time Starts (U.S.)
~ March 20: Vernal Equinox, World Agriculture Day
~ March 21: National Ag Day (U.S.)
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calendar

April

.

What Are the Bees Up to?
If you ordered nucs or packages, they probably arrive this month. Install and feed them as soon as possible. A 
colony that survived may have lost a queen or the queen may not be healthy. Colonies leave the hives on warm 
days, foraging for any available pollen and nectar, while huddling inside during cold snaps.

The Flowers and The Trees ...
Fruit trees are blooming or will bloom soon, providing plenty of pollen and nectar. Elms and redbuds may have 
already bloomed. Snowdrops, daffodils, and crocus are done blooming, just in time for tulips and iris to start. 
Dandelions provide vital pollen for months. Though humans may dread pollen season, the bees finally have 
available food. Consider visiting a locally owned garden shop and buying in-season flowers for your bees. Keep in 
mind that people start spraying herbicides/pesticides about now.

How's the Weather Out There?
Bees don’t swarm during the rain, so those April showers will keep your colonies in place when it’s too wet to watch 
them. In the warmer zones, freezing weather takes a vacation until autumn. Keep food available in case of long 
stretches of inclement weather that keep bees from finding food outside.

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 Date
~ April 22nd: Earth Day
~ April 28th: Arbor Day
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Find out more at Shop.IAmCountryside.com 
or call 970-392-4419. 
Promo code: MBYPANZ1 
Price does not include shipping and handling. 

HONEY BEE 
HOBBYIST
     2nd Edition

The Care and Keeping of Bees

Find out everything you need to know to 
keep and acquire bees!

• Detailed, practical instructions for
hobby beekeeping
• Bee anatomy, behavior, and
reproduction
• How to safely open a hive and use
a bee smoker
• How to monitor hive conditions,
prevent swarming, and deal with
bee diseases

• Sting prevention and effective
strategies for safe handling
• Fun uses for your beekeeping
hobby, including entertainment
and education
• Urban beekeeping, with
updated information on
beekeeping on rooftops and in
city environments
Item #11814    $19.99
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just for fun

Backyard Beekeeping Spring Word Search

TRACHEAL

HIVES 

LANDING BOARD

DRONE 

SWARMING 

COMBS

CHLORINE 

BOTANICAL GARDEN 

SOIL

BLENHEIM 

EUROPEAN FOULBROOD 

WEIRD HONEY

AMERICAN FOULBROOD 

BEELINING 

INNER COVER

HYGIENIC BEES 

EUSOCIAL INSECTS 

WASHBOARDING
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BLENHEIM EUROPEAN FOULBROOD WEIRD HONEY

AMERICAN FOULBROOD BEELINING INNER COVER

HYGIENIC BEES EUSOCIAL INSECTS WASHBOARDING



BACKYARDBEEKEEPING.IAMCOUNTRYSIDE.COM     49

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

@avalonhoneyhamilton

(photo credit by @gfitzyphoto)

@beesinthefield

@mt_ninderry_apiaries 

@northpawhoney

@shekinah_honeyworks
@thevalleypotager


