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Preface



B eekeeping for us is a journey of discovery; reading new books and research papers, comparing them to our own observations and sometimes adjusting our views and the way we do things. We make mistakes but always try to learn from every situation whether it was successful or a complete disaster! There is joy in learning as well as a profound delight in accepting we will never know it all.


Clare: When I first started beekeeping, I wanted to experiment with every complicated method of swarm control, from using a Snelgrove board to the Demaree method. The same was true with management methods and queen rearing, but I didn’t understand bees, so I mainly followed procedures in the same manner as I would have followed a cookery recipe.


Learning about honey bees has made me a more respectful beekeeper. I’m quite an emotional beekeeper too, so these days I try to work alongside my colonies as much as possible and avoid procedures which make me uncomfortable. For me, although I’m glad I had a go at using mini nucs during queen rearing, I probably won’t go down that road again. I didn’t like keeping bees shut in for three days (even though they were fine)! I’m not implying that some methods are wrong, just that we all have different sensibilities and it’s okay to find methods of beekeeping which suit you.


Martin: I did a beginner’s course at my local BBKA branch, it was a good course run by two experienced beekeepers (one was a Master Beekeeper). I remember thinking that I was getting the hang of this beekeeping lark until we came to the session on swarm control. After two hours of queen cells and Pagden I was left bewildered and confused, and when I came to doing it for real on my own bees the next summer, I was scared to death to deviate from what I had been taught.


It wasn’t until I started going to some apiary open days and demonstration events that the idea of trying something different occurred to me. I realised there was no one perfect style for me, the way I managed my bees would be an amalgam of the other systems and practices I had seen.


This is why I don’t like being dogmatic when teaching beekeeping but try to explain basic principles. The ethos of this book is to help beekeepers understand more about why and how bees do the things they do.


We hope this book inspires you to understand your bees better, encouraging your own research, innovations and learning from your own colonies, but most of all to enjoy your bees.


Martin Hann and Clare Densley, Spring 2025





Introduction



T his book is for beekeepers with a few years of experience in basic seasonal management who want to work with their bees using a more flexible, realistic and responsive style of management.


Some basic honey bee behaviours and the mechanisms which underpin them are explained to provide the reader with a broader outlook, hopefully enabling a more rounded approach to problem solving when things don’t go as planned, and an acceptance that not everything in beekeeping can or should be controlled.


This isn’t meant to be a comprehensive manual, giving a range of methods for doing specific manipulations, although we have included a chapter with some ‘How to’ guides for procedures that we use regularly to manage our colonies here at Buckfast and with our own bees at home. Instead, we have focused on a selection of key topics that caused us the most difficulty when we first began our beekeeping journey. This includes how to understand and manage the appearance of queen cells, the mysteries of swarming and some simple queen rearing (because everyone wants to have a go at this) as well as tips on how to be opportunistic about seemingly negative situations.


Honey production and harvesting, pests and diseases, and general seasonal management are not covered directly in this book, but we do believe that colonies which have been managed with understanding and empathy will be healthier, less stressed and produce some surplus honey for their guardians if the season has been kind.


All beekeeping is a compromise between the beekeeper and the colony. We think considerate beekeeping should encompass the needs of the bees, the capabilities and skills of the beekeeper, the environment provided for them and the lives of other people and creatures sharing the space close by and within flying distance of the hives.


Keeping honey bees is different from caring for almost any other type of livestock because a colony can never be considered truly ‘domesticated’, as most other animals under our stewardship are. Of course, we have selectively bred bees that are more docile and productive than some of their wild counterparts, but these colonies could, and often do, survive without our management because they are hardwired with a range of skills and a basic seasonal strategy to survive and reproduce regardless of our influence. They are completely free range, flying up to a 3-mile (5k) radius from the nest and more to forage and therefore can never be fenced in or kept within any kind of boundary.


Each beekeeping year is different because the development and performance of every colony is not just influenced by its own individual character, but by the nature of the seasonal weather on a daily, weekly or monthly basis and can even be affected by the climate and conditions of the previous year.


All these things make keeping bees an unpredictable challenge for which there are countless methods, techniques and systems resulting in a diverse range of beekeeping styles. We prefer a flexible approach, based on an understanding of how a colony of bees uses all its innate behaviours, its biology and collective intelligence to stay alive and flourish. Our aim is to work alongside them as much as possible, rather than trying to make them fit into a rigid framework contrived to suit us.



The Bees Don’t Read the Books


This well-worn phrase is obviously true, but honey bee behaviour is the most amazingly complex and beautiful combination of individualism and group dynamics, full of feedback loops and emergency systems which we humans can only dream about as a society.


By taking our cues from the bees, we can achieve a more harmonious and philosophical relationship with them which can be both respectful and collaborative. Everyone will find their own way to do this. The beauty of beekeeping is that you can be eclectic and find your own style to suit your situation and values. This approach will always be more successful if you embrace an understanding of honey bee behaviour.


The range of possibilities can feel overwhelming when you first start out, there are so many ways of doing things but this should be seen as a positive, allowing for more creativity and flexibility. Learning to go with the flow encompasses a positive and opportunistic approach to beekeeping which is not casual or lazy, but sensible and realistic.


When a group of beekeepers get together and start reflecting on how good a season it has been, the yardstick is invariably how much honey has been made. For commercial beekeepers, looking to make a living from bees, this is a worthy assessment of success, but shouldn’t we as hobby beekeepers consider a different measure?


The pleasure from a hobby needn’t be evaluated in monetary gain – learning new skills and mastering different techniques can be reward enough. There is beauty in a well-performed swarm control and pride to be had when a colony makes it through a difficult winter. We believe these are far more important measures of success than how much honey we have taken.
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A honey bee checking to see if the rain has stopped sufficiently to resume its foraging.








Chapter 1


Keeping Bees in a Changing World


H oney bees, perhaps more than any other creature, are recognised by many people as an environmental barometer, and their success or failure is seen to go hand-in-hand with the perceived state of the planet. The usual response to telling people that we keep bees is, ‘that’s great, because bees are so important and they’re in trouble’!
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Buckfast Abbey home apiary, 1927.






Colony Collapse Disorder


The belief that honey bees are in trouble probably gained momentum during the advent of colony collapse disorder (CCD) which first became apparent in the USA in 2006. This mysterious phenomenon particularly affected large commercial pollination contractors, trucking their hives across the country to service a succession of crops starting with the almonds in February. Despite intense scientific investigation, nobody really pinpointed a single malaise which could be cited as the definitive cause of CCD.


Affected colonies were discovered to be devoid of nearly all adult bees, and consequently dwindled and died. The situation was likened to the Mary Celeste (the ship which was discovered abandoned and adrift in the Atlantic Ocean in 1872). In the end it was concluded that colonies were failing as the result of a combination of factors which included the overuse of chemicals, the parasitic mite Varroa destructor, poor nutrition (monocultures lack the range of nutrients required by honey bees), stress caused by being transported thousands of miles each year, as well as the usual minor colony disorders which can get out of hand when immune systems are compromised and genetic diversity is limited.


Although we never experienced CCD so dramatically in the UK, we must acknowledge that the increased use of agricultural chemicals, landscape changes caused by the mechanisation of farming, the global importation of bees and bee products, and shifting weather patterns indicative of climate change are negatively affecting our colonies.


Some rural landscapes lack the diversity of flowering plants to provide year-round forage, and parasites, predators and pathogens are always concerns which call for constant vigilance. However, honey bees aren’t in as much trouble as other less cosseted bee species in the UK. Many bumblebees and solitary bees have evolved to be dependent on specific plants or environments. This puts them under greater pressure from habitat loss and changes to flowering periods due to climate change. In some areas, forage competition from too many honey bee colonies may also be having a negative effect on wild bee populations.



The Isle of Wight Disease


Honey bee epidemics such as CCD are not a new occurrence in the history of beekeeping. Back in the early 1900s, the population of bees in the UK was severely affected by what became known as ‘the Isle of Wight disease’. It was first identified on the Isle of Wight in 1906 and had spread to the mainland by 1908, where it rumbled on for 20 years or so. It caused such a huge number of colonies to be lost that stocks were brought over from Europe to restore the honey bee population. At the time the cause was thought to be the tracheal mite, Acarapis woodi, commonly referred to as acarine, but later research suggested that a combination of factors was involved. As with most epidemics there was confusion and uncertainty surrounding the ‘dead outs’ and many colonies that perished at that time had their demise attributed to the Isle of Wight disease regardless of their actual malady. It was sensationalised by the press, but it wasn’t until 1963 that bee scientist Leslie Bailey, from Rothamsted Research, isolated chronic bee paralysis virus, identifying symptoms that matched descriptions of colony deaths from that period.


In his publication The Isle of Wight Disease: the Origin and Significance of the Myth (printed by the Central Association of Beekeepers and Gloucester Gardens)1, Dr Bailey built a convincing argument against acarine being the sole culprit of the Isle of Wight disease. He explained that the unusual weather patterns at that time, the overcrowding of hives caused by large numbers of colonies being kept in some areas, coupled with the transition from skep beekeeping to the possibly clumsy and over-manipulative use of the first movable frame hives caused stress to the bees, creating ideal conditions for viral infections and colony collapses. Does this sound familiar?


Varroa


In 1992 a new menace was detected in our hives – Varroa destructor. This is a parasitic mite which feeds on both adult bees and their larvae causing a gradual but steady decline in the health and vigour of a colony which can eventually, after a year or so, result in its death. The varroa mite is not a natural parasite of the Western honey bee (Apis mellifera), having jumped host from one of the Asian honey bee species (Apis cerana), and so it’s taking a long time for any normal host–parasite relationship to develop. In some parts of the country there are populations of locally adapted bees which seem more able to live longer and better with varroa than others, and there is a growing movement of ‘treatment-free’ beekeepers who are working to achieve bees which survive the parasite better, but for many managed colonies a varroa infestation can still be fatal over a period of time, unless they are aided by some kind of chemical or mechanical pest-control regime by the beekeeper.


Clare: I started keeping bees in 1992 and noted in my diary that I saw my first varroa mite in June of 1994. For me, learning to cope with varroa by using treatments and monitoring for mite numbers with a newly purchased varroa mesh floor was part and parcel of my learning process.


Martin: Do you think people who had been keeping bees for a long time prior to varroa adapted as well as you did?


Clare: I knew of experienced beekeepers who lost their bees because they refused to change the way they had always done things, and some simply gave up because of this.


Martin: Yet, here we are some 32 years later, through various means, we are all keeping bees despite varroa. It has changed the way we select and manage our colonies though, and as new threats of pests and pathogens reach our shores (the Asian Hornet, Tropilaelaps and small hive beetle) alongside climate change, so our beekeeping styles will have to adapt again.






THE EVOLUTION OF BEEKEEPING IN THE UK



Today we can make personal choices about how we house, manage and care for our bees, but reflecting on the past can offer valuable insights for understanding the present beekeeping situation and planning for the future. For beekeepers, knowing what went before, where we are now, and what is looming on the horizon is key to sorting out what style of beekeeping we adopt. For most of us, this will also be a constantly evolving journey as we learn, gather experience and find our own path.


The Romance of the Honey Bee


Honey bees are mysterious creatures and have always captured the imagination of humans. Aristotle and Virgil wrote down their observations about them and we are still unravelling the complexities of honey bee behaviour and social structure in the twenty-first century. Discovering the secret lives of bees is an endless and fascinating obsession for beekeepers, scholars, artists and writers. Even modern-day scientists are beguiled by these exquisite individual creatures whose fleeting lives make up the supraorganism.







What is a Supraorganism?


A supraorganism is a collection of individual organisms of the same species which operate as part of a larger integrated whole. Its essence is characterised by a combination of communication and cooperative behaviour, or ‘eusociality’. Individuals typically specialise in different tasks such as foraging, home maintenance or reproduction and this division of labour facilitates the range of achievements, flexibility and survival of the group.


The prefix ‘supra’ is more accurate than the commonly used ‘super’ because it means ‘as well as’, rather than simply ‘improved’. The supraorganism is a more dynamic and complex organism than any of its individual members, with the ability to achieve a greater range of feats rather than simply amplifying singular accomplishments. For example, during their lifetime a honey bee will variously collect, process and store food as an individual (as many solitary bees do when they provision their offspring), but a honey bee colony communally collects nectar and pollen systematically as an awesome organised team of scouts, guides, unpackers, processors and sorters capable of regulating, categorising and curating enormous quantities of hygienically sealed, nutritionally balanced food to share during times of dearth.


Other examples of supraorganisms include ant and termite colonies, as well as some of the wasp societies. The only mammal which fits the criteria is a naked mole rat species, Heterocephalus glaber, which lives in subterranean colonies and has a eusocial lifestyle.


In some ways honey bee colonies could be viewed as ‘super supraorganisms’ because of the flexibility of worker roles. Workers transition through a loosely defined sequence of tasks during their lives, which involves physiological changes. Internal glands develop as the bee ages and then atrophy when they move on to the next phase, allowing them to perform specific tasks like feeding larvae or producing wax.


However, these roles are flexible, since they can revert to former jobs or be fast tracked to new ones in response to colony needs. This is because they are all morphologically the same shape and size, compared to the more rigidly fixed castes which exist in ant colonies (soldier ants have larger heads and mandibles which cannot be altered) allowing the whole colony to regulate itself and adapt not only to a changeable environment but to unforeseen circumstances.





There are some ant species whose social structures are more visually complex and seemingly more sophisticated than those that occur in the honey bee nest, but ants are not generally cherished or accepted as such an important part of the ecosystem as honey bees. Why is that? Is it simply because these creatures make honey that they have become such an integral part of our lives, or is there more to it?


These days, people’s attitudes to bees and honey include a peculiar mix of reverential respect, some ragged remnants of mystic veneration and a good measure of hardnosed expediency. Our relationship with them goes back to prehistoric times and has developed at a pace which reflects our increased understanding of the natural world and our desire to harness and control it.


Honey bees have traditionally symbolised obedience, hard work, cooperation, chastity and fertility as well as being spiritual messengers and guides. A common custom which persists today in many European countries including the UK is ‘telling the bees’. This romantic notion that one should inform a colony when someone has died is now a benign ritualistic observation which many people find comforting, but its origins come from the more rudimentary (pagan) idea that one should not upset the bees lest they abandon the hive or stop producing honey. Some people believed that if the bees weren’t told about the death of their former keeper, they would leave the hive to look for them.


Honey bees are native to the UK. That is, the dark European honey bee, sometimes referred to as the black bee, Apis mellifera mellifera (AMM), a subspecies of the Western honey bee, spread from Europe through natural means – swarming being the primary method of migration. It’s reckoned that they have been here for more than 6,000 years (some estimate this number to be closer to 9,000 years) and probably travelled across Doggerland, the land mass which used to connect us to the rest of Europe, before it was submerged by the sea and Britain became an island.


During this period, the landscape would have been covered in forests, marshlands and open grassland, with an abundance of flora and fauna. Perfect for bees. Human hunter-gatherer communities as early as the Stone Age (the Mesolithic hunter-gatherers) would have included honey in their diets by finding honey bee nests, situated high up in tree hollows and rock cavities, and stealing from them.


From Trees to Hives


The practice of taking honey from wild bees’ nests persisted throughout prehistory. It’s reckoned that simple wicker hives, which were basically upended baskets daubed with mud to make them watertight, were used in Britain from before Roman times but there are also records of hives made from logs and bark, although these were rarer. However, ‘bee trees’ were still being claimed (owned) and robbed alongside the introduction and use of these primitive hives. The bees kept in hives were a step closer to being managed, but they existed as they would have in the wild with scant interference from their keepers other than being periodically pillaged and occasionally fed.


The coiled straw skeps said to be introduced by the Saxons were the most common hive used by most British bee folk until around the turn of the nineteenth century, but other materials like rushes were used where straw was not a common crop. All these hive types were simple small receptacles, inside which the bees built their own combs freely without frames or foundation. Skeps made from straw or rushes insulated colonies better than the thin-walled twiggy mud baskets, but they weren’t as watertight, so they were either set up in open-fronted lean-to buildings by the side of cottages and barns, or in bee boles, which were recessed hollows incorporated into stone walls. Sometimes, ‘hackles’ (pointed straw hat-like structures) were placed over the top of skeps to give them better weather protection.
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Skep in a bee bole at Buckfast Abbey.






During the Middle Ages, beekeeping was an important part of monastic life. Monks and nuns used honey as a food and to make mead, but more importantly beeswax was used to make candles which burned with a pure smoke-free flame compared to the more common tallow candles which were crude and had an unpleasant smell. Candles burned on the altar symbolised the light of Christ, whilst the sweet aroma stood for the Holy Spirit.
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St Ambrose, patron saint of beekeepers, candle makers, learning and Milan.






Harvesting honey from a skep generally involved killing the bees. Although there were methods of driving bees down through a series of stacked skeps, or from one skep to another, sulphur fumigation was a common method used to remove bees from the combs. From reading some early accounts of ordinary country folk relating their experiences about harvesting honey from skeps, it’s clear that although they respected and admired their bees, they wanted the honey more. Beekeeping was a small-scale sideline economy used to provide honey for the family, or as a modest way to supplement their income on market days.


Swarming was accepted and made use of for managing the numbers of owned bee colonies. Swarms were either collected from the keepers’ own hives, picked up opportunistically from further afield, or the swarms themselves arrived and adopted empty skeps. No attempts were made to control swarming in the same way as we do now, and the behaviour would have been accepted as a normal part of rural life rather than being viewed as a nuisance or something which caused anxiety. At the end of summer, some of the skeps were chosen to harvest honey from, while others were over-wintered for production in the following year and occasionally fed extra honey to ensure their survival.


The Quest for Control


Skep beekeeping persisted in the UK until the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Various kinds of wooden hives were being used around the country during the early 1800s and some skeps were modified to become multi-storey affairs, which meant that honey could be harvested from the top layers without killing the colony. Although many beekeepers were experimenting with using wooden frames or top bars to encourage the bees to build combs within a structure which could be lifted out for examination, the movable frame hive didn’t get established as a successful and affordable alternative to skep beekeeping until the turn of the nineteenth century and beyond. There was a definite drive to move away from the practice of sulphuring the bees to harvest honey during the 1800s, but also to make beekeeping more efficient and profitable.


Honey bees will readily build wax comb within the perimeter of a wooden frame placed in a hive, but they will also conjoin the parallel combs with each other in multiple places, as well as adding extra comb between the frames and the hive wall (called brace comb) so that they are impossible to lift out without causing major destruction to the nest structure, resulting in injured bees and stings to the beekeeper.


Brace comb and propolis (plant resins collected and processed by the bees used as an interior sealant and glue) were what made early attempts to perfect a movable frame hive unsuccessful. The bees simply stuck everything together! That is, until the recognition of the ‘bee space’.


In 1851, the Reverend Langstroth, an amateur beekeeper from Pennsylvania in the USA, is credited with the discovery that there is a ‘magic gap’ of approximately 8mm, which if used to space frames apart will be kept clear from brace comb and propolis. It’s enough room for the bees to be able to move around between their combs whilst keeping ideal nest conditions such as warmth, targeted ventilation and care of the brood and stores. Langstroth found that he could incorporate this crucial gap into manufactured hives by using calibrated spacers attached to the top bars of the frames. The bees made far less, if any, brace comb once the combs were spaced closer to how they would have built them in a natural nest, and it meant that the beekeeper could safely lift out the wooden comb-filled frames without stress or mess.
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The bee space between frames in a Langstroth hive (approximately 8mm).
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The bee space in practice.






Langstroth wasn’t the first person to use the bee space. Huber’s hive in 1789, which he developed to aid his study of colony life, used a bee space which worked, but this hive wasn’t practical enough for beekeepers focused on honey production and never became popular. Other beekeepers from Ukraine and Poland respectively, Peter Prokopovitch and Johann Dzierzon, also designed and produced hives which acknowledged the dimensions of a bee space, but Langstroth’s hive design and frames were more practical and easier to modify and reproduce than any of his predecessors’ efforts. The Langstroth hive became the model for the myriads of hive types which are now used across the world, each country and culture having both local and national versions of the multi-storey stackable box system with frames which can be removed to allow honey bee management.
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Burgess Perfection hive in the apiary near the mills at Buckfast Abbey 1908, Br Columban and Br Edward.






In 1844, before Langstroth patented his hive in 1852, William Augustus Munn invented a hive in the UK where frames could be removed, but it was based more on Huber’s leaf hive. It was said to be workable but clumsy, and not very practical or as easy to manipulate as later movable frame hives.


In 1861, Mr T. W. Woodbury of Exeter in Devon designed the first economic movable frame hive – the Woodbury Hive. A plethora of hive designs were manufactured and used across the country during the late 1880s through to the early 1900s, alongside the use of skeps which many people were reluctant to give up. Each bore the name of the designer or manufacturer but were principally a version of Langstroth’s creation which varied in use of materials, the specific dimensions of boxes and frames, and small details of outward appearance such as roof styles, landing boards and entrance modifications.


The development of the moveable frame hive quickly spawned a whole range of innovations that made beekeeping easier and more productive.


In 1857 Johannes Mehring of Germany came up with the idea of wax foundation, a thin sheet of beeswax inserted into the frames which the bees readily use as a base or midrib for building combs. These were so well attached that they could be placed inside a centrifugal honey extractor, which was duly invented by Major F. Hruschka of Austria in 1865. This coincided with the development of the queen excluder by Abbé Collin of France in the same year. This comprised of a wire grid which separated the brood box from the supers above and ensured that the queen and therefore the brood were kept separate from the honey. The bellows smoker was designed by Moses Quimby in 1875 (his idea was modified, patented and marketed by T. F. Bingham in 1877). The Porter bee escape, a one-way valve used to bleed bees out from the honey supers, was invented by Mr E. C. Porter, also from America, in 1891. All the above inventions enabled the segregation and harvesting of honey to become more efficient.
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Langstroth frame fitted with wax foundation.
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Centrifugal honey extractor with frames of honey, uncapped and ready to be spun out.
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Queen excluder on a Langstroth hive (super removed).
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A bellows smoker.








[image: image]


Porter bee escape.






Even though the transition from skeps to movable frame hives was slow, the advantages of being able to inspect colonies to practise more efficient and profitable husbandry captivated many beekeepers and eventually became the dominant method of keeping bees for commercial and hobby beekeepers in the UK. For sensitive beekeepers, it meant that bees needn’t be destroyed to harvest honey. For commercial bee farmers, it meant that there was less waste, and greater efficiency could be achieved as well as a more docile workforce (colonies that were less defensive) which could now be managed and selectively bred using similar principles of husbandry to other livestock.





BEEKEEPING TODAY


Hobby Beekeeping


There is only a subtle difference between keeping bees as a modest sideline economy and keeping them as a hobby. Most hobby beekeepers do harvest honey from their hives and might even expect the bees to at least pay for themselves rather than making a profit from them. What really started to define hobby beekeepers from the small cottage industry which perpetuated before the start of the twentieth century was the proliferation of readily available manufactured hives, specialised equipment and other paraphernalia designed to make keeping bees a ‘craft’ or leisure pastime. Books, magazines and the formation of associations and clubs, where honey and beeswax could be shown off in much the same way as garden produce or paintings, added to this culture. The British Beekeepers Association was formed in 1874 and provided education and support for the growing beekeeping community.


Many hobby beekeepers learn their beekeeping by attending courses, reading books, working with a mentor or joining a club, as well as browsing online lectures and ‘how to’ videos. Most people are initially taught to manage their colonies quite tightly, with weekly hive inspections to avoid swarming. Colonies are managed for honey production, albeit on a small scale.


Alternative beekeeping practices seek to prioritise bee health, natural behaviour, more sympathetic hive design and sustainable management over maximising honey production, but honey is still harvested if the colony can spare it.


Other types of beekeeping which might be included in this category are natural; leave alone; bee centred; Darwinian; regenerative; treatment free and biodynamic, as well as those who keep bees in Warré, top bar or Zest hives and skeps. Beekeepers’ attitudes and philosophies are as varied as religious beliefs. Some people are positively evangelical about a particular system or hive type and passionately champion their views with the zeal of a preacher, hoping to inspire others to follow in their path, while others just quietly get on with it.
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Diana holding a top bar frame.






Small-Scale Beekeeping Enterprises


There are still what could be called ‘grass root beekeepers’ who keep bees as a way of supplementing their income, alongside other jobs. Typically, this would have been honey sold at the farm gate or taken to market, alongside eggs, cut flowers and homemade jam. This is still the case in many rural areas, and it has even become common in urban regions as the popularity of beekeeping has expanded. This kind of beekeeper may share common ground with hobby beekeepers in their hive management and may be involved with the local beekeeping club, but their attitude might be more pragmatic with bees being kept for profit, but not on a massive scale.
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Farm gate sales.






Many beekeepers have created a more diverse business model than simply looking after the bees and harvesting beeswax and honey to sell. There are people who have embraced the public interest in honey bees by providing beekeeping holidays, courses and experience days, alongside the sales of bespoke equipment, hives and bees.


There are beekeepers who produce and sell mated queens, and those who manage bees on city roof tops to enhance a company’s green credentials. There is an amazing diversity of opportunities to supplement or make an income from honey bees from online video production to swarm removal from hard-to-get places like chimneys or house wall cavities.


Even commercial beekeepers have learned how to diversify, and many bee farmers have become extended family businesses with multiple strings to their bows. Visitors’ centres, honey-based cosmetics and gift shops are part and parcel of making a living from honey bees.


Commercial Beekeeping


William Woodley is credited with being one of the first commercial beekeepers in the UK. In the early 1890s, Woodley had the largest bee farm in Britain, with between 100 and 200 hives split between two apiaries near Newbury. He used a wooden movable frame hive, the Abbots Combination hive, which was popular at the time alongside the Cowen hive and the WBC (a traditional double-walled hive designed in 1890).


Robert Manley was one of the first men in 1948 to manage over a thousand colonies in England, Mr Gale of Marlborough being another early commercial beekeeper, managing up to 2,000 hives by the 1950s. Nowadays, one of the largest commercial beekeepers in the UK is estimated to have more than 5,000 hives.


The style of beekeeping practised by modern-day bee farmers is quite different to the way hobby beekeepers, alternative beekeepers or even artisan bee businesses might manage their colonies. Honey bees are treated in a similar way to farmed animals, without sentimentality, and with profit always in mind. That isn’t to say that they are in any way treated badly or without feeling.


Many commercial beekeepers would not perform the detailed weekly inspections practised by small-time apiarists. They might conduct brief checks (two or three frames looked at in the middle of the brood area) on a ten-day rotation and their queens would generally have a wing clipped to deter swarming, but swarming would also be reduced by providing each colony with a young and vigorous queen, often but not always from imported stock, on a regular basis. Bees may be a means to an end, but they are valued and looked after.


T.W. Woodbury of Exeter (the man who patented the Woodbury hive in 1866) collaborated with Alfred Neighbour, who had a beekeeping supply business in London, to receive a few Italian queens in 1859. By 1870, Carniolan queens had also been imported and there were other arrivals from Cyprus, although they weren’t popular because they had a defensive nature. The flood gates were open.


Nowadays thousands of queens are imported each year from Denmark, Germany, Greece, Italy, Malta, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia. They arrive in small plastic cages, about the size of a match box, which are packed in ventilated cardboard boxes, flown by air and delivered by courier to bee farmers or specialist dealers. The dealers will sell them on to beekeepers via the internet to fulfil orders placed in the previous year, or in haste and panic when queen failure is discovered in early spring. They are a mass-produced commodity available for sale without guarantees or questions asked.
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Taking delivery of imported queens.






The gradual importation and popularity of different races of honey bees in the early twentieth century made the inevitable crossbreeding experiments possible, creating larger, more productive colonies.


The Western honey bee (Apis mellifera) is a species which is now found in most parts of the world, either through natural migration or being transported by humans. The origins of Apis mellifera have been subject to much debate and opinions have fluctuated between Asia and Africa for many years. However, the most recent research suggests that Apis mellifera originated in northern Europe around 780,000 years ago, before spreading through southeast Europe into Africa and Arabia. Steve Carr,2 professor of biology at the Memorial University of Newfoundland in Canada, used DNA analysis to track the bees’ progress across the planet. Not everyone accepts this theory, but that is the nature of research.






SPECIES AND SUBSPECIES



There are several honey bee species in the genus Apis (apis means bee) which are not mellifera (mellifera meaning honey-bearing). These are all found in Asia and include Apis cerana, Apis dorsata and Apis florea (there are more!). These species share similarities with Apis mellifera and each other but are biologically distinct and so cannot interbreed.


There are many subspecies recognised within the species Apis mellifera. These are often referred to as races of honey bees and have evolved in different geographical regions. They are classified by adding the name of the region where they were first identified at the end of the species name, so Apis mellifera ligustica refers to the Italian race of bee from Liguria, Northern Italy, and Apis mellifera caucasica refers to the Caucasian bee native to the Caucasus region between the Black and Caspian seas.


Apis mellifera mellifera, commonly referred to as AMM, is the European dark honey bee and is native to Northern and Western Europe, including the UK. The odd repetition of mellifera in the taxonomic classification is because it’s considered a nominotypical subspecies of the Western honey bee, Apis mellifera. When the first subspecies of a species is described, its subspecies name repeats the species name, Canis lupus lupus for the Eurasian grey wolf for example or Ursus arctos arctos for the European brown bear.


Each subspecies or race of honey bee is distinct in its habits and appearance, in the same way that people from different geographical regions have common physical characteristics and customs.


AMM is adapted to the cooler climates of Western and Northern Europe, while the Italian Apis mellifera ligustica subspecies evolved in the Mediterranean region and is suited to warmer temperatures. They have distinct physical characteristics: AMM are hairier, larger and darker than the golden Italian bees, which are slightly smaller and more streamlined. AMM are modest colonies, able to regulate themselves to survive a harsher and more changeable environment, whilst the Italian colonies are larger and are geared towards efficient foraging in hotter, longer and more reliable summers. The physical differences aren’t dramatic but are noticeable if the two are compared directly.


The characteristics of each subspecies of bee are heritable and remain consistent when they are mated within their own subspecies. They often don’t do well if they’re moved to an area which has a different geography and climate without beekeeper support. Italian bees wouldn’t flourish independently on a Hebridean island and AMMs probably wouldn’t do as well as the native Italian bees in their homeland.


However, by crossbreeding distinct subspecies, beekeepers began to create different ‘strains’ of honey bee which harnessed hybrid vigour and combined characteristics to produce bees which, if managed appropriately, were more commercially appealing than the native AMM subspecies.


Two pioneering beekeepers, Samuel Simmons (who produced hybrid bees, ‘British Goldens’ and ‘White Star’ queens), and T.W.L. Sladen (who advertised his ‘Golden Prolific’ and ‘Hardy and Prolific’ strains in The British Bee Journal in 1905), experimented with crossbreeding different races of the honey bee. More famous and enduring was Br Adam of Buckfast Abbey, who spent his life creating and continually developing the ‘Buckfast bee’.


The Buckfast Bee


Br Adam was passionate about bees. His life’s work was instigated by the advent of the Isle of Wight disease which swept through the UK at the beginning of the twentieth century. However, his aspiration to breed a bee which would be resistant to acarine (which he vehemently believed was the cause of the Isle of Wight disease) was superseded by an all-encompassing desire to breed a bee which was superior in every way to the indigenous dark bees, AMM.


He wanted to improve on nature. The original Buckfast cross (B1) was made between AMM, (the bee he was so dismissive about, and which he claimed was wiped out by acarine during the Isle of Wight episode), and the leather-coloured Italian bee (Apis mellifera ligustica) in 1920. A similar cross had been made by Simmons in 1905.


Later, Br Adam used this B1 line to form the basis for many more experimental crosses and his obsession grew. He travelled the world searching for pure and distinct races of bees to add to the mix and so the Buckfast bee became a constantly evolving product with many variations, until he felt that he had achieved a genetically stable ‘strain’ of bee whose performance was, in his own words, ‘very satisfactory’.
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