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  INTRODUCTION


  This guide is written for those of you considering taking up beekeeping, or about to start out in the hobby or with just a little experience with bees. Its aim is to encourage
  you and help you to understand how to care for your bees successfully. Ultimately, I hope your experience will lead you to agree with my long-term view that beekeeping is fun!


  I have been keeping bees since 1963 and I had 130 colonies for several years. Apart from my first couple of years of beekeeping I have always tried to improve my bees by rearing my own queens
  from local colonies and I encourage others to do so, rather than use imported ones. I have been teaching since the early 1970s, most of which has been at the teaching apiary of my local beekeeping
  association (BKA), the Wisborough Green Division of the West Sussex Beekeepers Association.


  I also lecture and demonstrate widely on practical beekeeping, so meet a lot of beekeepers both new and old and often come across some ideas that are real gems that people have used for years. I
  always look to see if a new idea will suit the way I work; if it doesnt, I either discard it or modify it. We never stop learning.


  Most of the information I give is based on experience: firstly, I have actually done it in my own colonies; secondly, teaching has helped me to understand what beginners need in their formative
  years. In beekeeping you will never be short of advice either written or verbal, but you need to be aware that some of it is not based on experience, but what has been gleaned
  or cobbled together from other sources, often by inexperienced beekeepers.


  Many people, even beekeepers, try to humanise bees and in my opinion that is wrong. A colony is a cohesive unit and unable to think in the same way that we do. We know they are largely
  controlled by pheromones, but we probably only know a fraction of what goes on inside a colony. There is a lot still to find out.


  I was brought up on a farm, am an engineer by trade and from an early age I have been practical and capable of lateral thinking, assets I have found useful in my beekeeping. I am largely
  self-taught and by nature tend to keep things simple; that way I can usually understand why I have a problem and find a way out of it. In my teaching I try to impress upon beginners there are two
  very important things you must learn in order to become a good beekeeper: good handling techniques and learning what I call the basics. By basics I mean factual things that very often
  many with several years experience dont know. These include how to:


  
    
      	
        

      

      	
        Identify brood in all stages, pollen and honey stores.

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        Learn the life cycles of the queen, drone and worker.

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        Recognise good healthy bees and brood.

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        Identify the brood diseases  American Foul Brood (AFB), European Foul Brood (EFB) and Chalk Brood  and know how to deal with them.

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        Learn the life cycle and treatments for Varroa destructor.

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        Understand how varroa vectors viruses.

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        Understand the swarming process.

      
    

  


  Dont worry about these at the moment, as you should pick up enough information if you read on.


  In a couple of places in this book I have expressed some strong views that may be seen as controversial. I am passionate about bees and beekeeping and have seen what damage has been done to
  them, sometimes in the name of kindness. Those who know me well will tell you I have endless time for those who work hard to become good beekeepers and I get frustrated and
  angry when I see people given bad information and advice, some of which has crept into modern beekeeping teaching. I am happy for methods other than mine to be shown provided that they suit the
  system that is being advocated. However, often factual information is incorrect. Bees dont always respond in the way you expect, and two colonies on the same site at the same
  time that are treated the same will often react differently and things are not always as straightforward as they seem. You only learn these things by experience and you cant always get
  answers from a book or a phone call. Some may well be offended by this paragraph and I make absolutely no apologies. I consider my standards are high and I want all beekeepers to have access to
  good sound teaching, so they can look after their bees well and enjoy their beekeeping.


  The modern beekeeper needs to be much more knowledgeable than beekeepers were in the past. There are introduced pests and diseases that need constant attention and knowledge to deal with them
  and the beginner must get up to speed very quickly.


  I have always been confused as to what a beekeeping beginner is. A dictionary definition of beginner might be something like a learner, but we are all learners. For
  the purposes of defining ability groups at Wisborough Green BKA, I expect those in the Intermediate group (which is the next one up from Beginner) to be able to handle a colony entirely on their
  own, know the basics and be able to deal with most things that are thrown at them throughout the season including:


  
    
      	
        

      

      	
        Dealing with a swarming colony

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        Taking and hiving a swarm

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        Making colony increase

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        Clipping and marking a queen by hand or

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        Be willing, eager and capable of learning any of these reasonably fast.

      
    

  


  If they are unable to do any of these or similar things then they stay in the beginners group, so perhaps we can use that as a yardstick. Some may
  think this is quite tough and it is, but beekeeping has got much tougher and there is now an urgency about learning. As a guide I would expect that someone who is practical and positive and who has
  had a good grounding from a good beekeeping association should consider him or herself a beginner for no more than a couple of seasons. I think it is a mistake to judge people on their length of
  time in beekeeping as many will quickly progress from the beginners stage and have far more knowledge and ability than someone else who may have had bees for 1020 years, something you
  may need to remember when looking for an experienced beekeeper, as there are a significant number of perpetual beginners.


  I have deliberately kept things simple and I know that the more experienced will question some of my advice. For example, I have suggested that when a colony is starving in winter or spring you
  should source candy from an equipment supplier. I know you can get it cheaper elsewhere or make it, but I have gone for the easiest option, rather than waste precious time that could result in a
  dead colony. Some of the advice is perhaps not what I would give a more experienced beekeeper, but it will get you out of trouble. With experience you will modify some of what I advise and I
  encourage you to do so, but hopefully you will look back and understand why I have recommended certain action.


  I am in no doubt that an experienced beekeeper will point out some omissions but I have tried to include most of what a potential or new beekeeper (I hate newbie or
  newbee) should need and have tended to concentrate on them rather than perhaps slightly more advanced topics that can be sourced elsewhere.


  I have always thought that attempting a book to appeal to both a non-beekeeper and someone who has kept bees for one or perhaps two full seasons is incredibly difficult and I have resisted many
  suggestions to write one until now. I thought it would be a problem giving just enough information to non-beekeepers that would allow them to decide whether to go further without confusing them and
  enough for beginners to help them in their first season or two. A simple example is that someone who has only kept bees a few weeks might need to know in detail what to do
  when their colony has swarmed, yet a non-beekeeper would only need to know why the bees have swarmed. By nature that sort of book would only have a short period of usefulness, as it will never
  become a reference book. For that reason when you have finished reading this book I ask you to keep it and lend it to others who might like to take up this absorbing hobby.


  The Perception of Beekeeping


  I have given many talks to non-beekeeping organisations and spent many hours on stands at shows. There are very definitely two main groups of non-beekeepers. Some are already
  incredibly knowledgeable and ask sensible questions and these are often the young which is encouraging. I find it very rewarding to speak to these people, but others arent quite in the same
  league. There are three words they seem to associate with bees: stings, swarms and honey. Some questions are predictable and I find it a bit difficult continuing a conversation if the first
  question is, Do you ever get stung? A long time ago I stopped counting how many times Id been asked if I beehive myself or if I knew about the birds and bees!


  The old-fashioned view of a beekeeper is a little old man or woman who hides away for hours performing some sort of magical trick with bees in order to produce a little honey. But modern
  beekeepers are no different from any other group of people. When I started beekeeping the vast majority of beekeepers worked on the land in some way, now very few do and the average age has got
  very much younger in a short time. Not long ago we had difficulty getting people to winter evening meetings because they wouldnt drive in the dark, now its because their children have
  activities such as scouts, guides and school events. At the moment the occupations of some of our members at random are gardener, entomologist, architect, horticulturist, policewoman, engineer,
  farrier, accountant, plumber, etc, etc and I reckon you can find these people in any group.


  An Appeal on Behalf of Bees


  If you are thinking of making a present of a colony of bees to someone without their knowledge, please DONT. You may think it will make a good wedding or retirement
  present, but if that person is more responsible than you are they will soon realise the huge commitment you have sentenced them to. By all means give a present of a book or perhaps enrolment in a
  beginners course so they can make up their own mind, or ask them if they would like to keep bees, so they have a chance of thinking about it. Virtually every time I have known bees been
  given as a present without consent, it has resulted in disaster. If you gave an unwanted puppy and it was neglected it could result in prosecution, but unfortunately that doesnt happen with
  bees.


  Why Do People Keep Bees?


  I find it incredible that many beekeepers, even some very good ones who have kept bees a long time, dont actually like honey. So why do they start beekeeping? There are
  many reasons, such as:


  To Pollinate the Garden


  A hive of bees is unlikely to make much difference to a small garden, but it will to the surrounding area, as bees will normally fly around 1 miles in search of food.
  Above that and it may not be economical for them to do so.


  Honey for the Family


  I suppose it depends on how big your family is. Im sure the average family will soon find uses for it including in the kitchen, but any surplus could be used as presents,
  thank yous and bartering.


  Its a Hobby


  The vast majority of beekeepers treat beekeeping as a hobby and it is actually quite a good one. Most of it is performed in the open, there are always different things to see
  and learn, it is environmentally friendly and relatively inexpensive compared to other activities.


  For the Income


  There are some people who come into beekeeping thinking they are going to make a fortune. I think they remember hearing that someones grandfather took 329 lb of honey
  from one colony in 1929, read of it being on sale at an exclusive outlet in London for XX per lb or were told of a bee farmer who works 500 colonies on his own. Some of this is anecdotal and
  probably exaggerated but they still get the calculator out and start dreaming. They dont stay long. Even commercial beekeepers usually need something else in order to make a living. When I
  started beekeeping many beekeepers worked on the land and kept 2030 colonies to augment their income, but that is a totally different matter as their overheads were low. There are now some
  people who have retired early and keep perhaps up to 100 colonies, but this is often simply an extension of their hobby and they may have other income.


  Interest in Nature


  Not only are bees incredibly interesting but there are many things to see both in and around the hive. I myself am interested in natural history and always encourage beekeepers
  to look inside a hive roof when they take it off. I have kept bees in some wild places and if I had time when I finished hive inspections I would sit down quietly for half an hour or so, watching
  with surprise as the surrounding area came to life.


  Uses for Hive Products


  Many think of honey as something you take when you have a cold, or to spread on bread, but it can be used in cookery and made into mead. Bees also produce beeswax and that can
  be made into candles, cosmetics, soap, etc. Of course these can all be made by non-beekeeping members of the family.


  Further Interest


  Beekeeping also gives you opportunities to develop other interests such as photography and microscopy.


  


  1


  HOW DO YOU LEARN?


  Beekeeping is a vast subject, much of which the ordinary beekeeper doesnt need to know, but to keep bees successfully you will need to grasp the basics. You will come
  across much information and many methods of doing things, some of which will contradict others, some will complement them, some will be complete rubbish, some simple, some complicated, some will be
  very sound and you will have to sort the wheat from the chaff. If you simply try to put into practice what you are told without understanding it you may well come horribly unstuck, even lose bees
  or a lot of money because you have bought something that is useless, that you cant sell because everyone else knows what you dont. The sensible thing to do is to fully understand the
  principle and work out for yourself if it is feasible. Many make the mistake of simply following instructions, then when it goes wrong they cant work out why, or how to put it right.


  I would expect a beginner to struggle to understand something that is fresh, so why not jot it down graphically in some way? How about doing it in PowerPoint?


  With the current influx of new beekeepers there are a small number of more experienced beekeepers to teach them. This together with the fact that most beekeepers only keep a handful of colonies
  or fewer means that many teachers are quite inexperienced. This has unfortunately resulted in a mentality that thinks all you have to do is provide training material and
  anyone can teach or learn beekeeping. I have been involved long enough to know that beekeepers learn at different rates and have different levels of interest. It is a hobby and there is no
  compulsion to attain a certain level as there might be in a work situation. For those reasons I dont believe that a one size fits all approach is satisfactory.


  Information and Misinformation


  With my background I have always tended to question things I am told especially if they dont quite add up. I ran my own business for 25 years and on occasions that
  philosophy served me well, even though I was dealing with customers who were always supposed to be right and employees who were supposed to be on my side.


  In recent years culture has changed and in whatever we do we are trained to do things rather than rely on the old-fashioned values of knowledge, logic, lateral thinking and common
  sense. This has found its way into beekeeping and there is a lot of dreadful twaddle both spoken and written about bees, some of which has mysteriously become best practice, often
  being advised as such by quite inexperienced people.


  In my view beginners should expect the information they are given to be correct and reliable. At the time of writing there is a huge upsurge of interest in beekeeping and I am seeing a lot of
  people who are new to the craft. Many are enthusiastic and hungry for knowledge. They may have already done some reading and in principle that sounds like a good idea, but when they are told that
  some of what they have read or heard is erroneous or bad advice they can be forgiven for being confused. What do they believe? Something that is written in several places or ordinary
  amateurs who are speaking from experience?


  R.O.B. Manley was a very successful commercial beekeeper either side of World War Two and I believe was the first man in the UK to keep 1,000 hives. He wrote several books and in one he
  complained about exactly the same thing when he started beekeeping in the early years of the twentieth century, so we havent solved much. There is some very good information available, but a significant amount of poor. Unfortunately you need to become experienced before you can decide which is which and in the meantime you can make many
  mistakes that arent your fault. It is difficult to advise on how to deal with this unless you are in the lucky position of having good local tuition.


  Some of what I write will be frowned upon by many, simply because it may not be found elsewhere, but I can guarantee it is all based on my own experience of nearly 50 years dealing with many
  more colonies than the vast majority of beekeepers, unless for the sake of completeness I have given information that has been observed or researched by others and experience tells me it is sound.
  Are you confused? Of course you are, but Im on your side as Im teaching people like you on a regular basis and know how difficult it is for you.


  I will give you an example of the written word. Recently I looked at a beekeeping associations website and on a page entitled Information for New Beekeepers I came across
  all the following in different places on the same page, which I have simply cut and pasted: the queen will lay 3,000 eggs a day, there are 50,000 worker bees in a hive,
  a worker bee lives for 8 weeks. Now one thing Im reasonably good at is mental arithmetic and could easily see that 3,000 x 56 isnt 50,000. Even allowing for a reasonable
  number of casualties, at least one of these figures must be seriously wrong, but how many others have noticed it? Few I suspect because I have seen these or similar figures in many places, but how
  many who quote them have actually checked them? None I suspect. They have simply taken them as being correct because its in print. There was no mention of the time of year, type of bee or
  the country, all of which will make a considerable difference. I have also come across two beekeeping associations who have got images of hoverflies on their website home pages instead of honey
  bees!


  I know this example may seem trivial and it wont have any effect on beekeeping, but it is typical of some of the stuff that is taught by BKAs who you would expect to know better and there
  is plenty more where that came from. If that cant be believed, what can?


  It is definitely not my intention to put anyone off beekeeping, or learning about it. My sympathy goes to you folk who have to work out what is actually correct. Bees
  dont always do what they should and you will probably find that out at an early stage, but by understanding the basics you will be able to sort many problems out yourself.


  I think beekeeping is a wonderful craft and it gives me a huge amount of enjoyment to see beekeepers at Wisborough Green or anywhere else doing well. We have a core of good members who have been
  beekeeping four years or less and in my opinion they have done incredibly well. They have had good quality tuition that has allowed them to study further and reject the duff information, but some
  people havent had that opportunity. Please dont think that all information is bad, it certainly isnt, but I urge you to question what you are told if it sounds doubtful.


  Practical Experience


  There really is no substitute for this and its probably the best way to learn. If you are a practical person who picks things up quickly you should be able to learn by
  watching others, even if its how not to do something. When you have been to several meetings you will probably become friendly with like-minded people of a similar ability, to the point
  where you are able to work with them. You have a common interest and quite probably you will find you will learn more by talking and working together. Of course you will make mistakes; its
  recognising and learning from them thats important.


  A really good BKA will have a good and well run teaching apiary where demonstrators give tuition to others and will allow members to handle a colony entirely on their own. (Plate 1 shows a
  scheduled meeting at the Wisborough Green teaching apiary.) This in my opinion is the best way to learn as you have guidance and help if something goes wrong. Always take the opportunity to handle
  bees, as this is where your techniques will be developed. Watch every move of the others and if you are sharp you will learn a lot. Look at the movements of both handler and bees. If the bees get
  agitated or flighty, is it something the handler did or didnt do? Is the handler looking for disease, amount of space or food?


  In my opinion it is just as important to see bad handlers as it is good ones. You will probably find that someone who is a rough handler with crash-bang methods will fire
  the bees up, yet the person who is calm and methodical may not have the same problem.


  It is difficult to give advice on handling and inspecting without being at a hive, but every colony is different and the bees are telling you something all the time. The reading of
  a colony is extremely important and has to be learnt as its very difficult to teach it. Knowing when to smoke the bees and how much is of vital importance.


  Theoretical Knowledge


  To be a good and successful beekeeper not only will you need to be good at a practical level, but you will need to know the theory to a reasonable depth as well. They must go
  together in modern beekeeping. This doesnt need to be in any great detail at the beginner stage, but continuous learning is a part of beekeeping. I am writing this the day after attending a
  lecture on Forage and Navigation where I learnt several things I didnt know before. Thats after nearly half a century of beekeeping and although it wont help me
  look after my bees any better it will improve my understanding of them.


  Books


  Despite the presence of the web, books are probably still the first place a person will look for information and one area I have a serious problem with. I am regularly asked
  what book a beginner should read and quite frankly I have difficulty answering. There are very few really good books but I always make a couple of suggestions where the factual content is very
  sound. In general these books stand the test of time and are usually at the top of the list of most good beekeepers.


  Some books are simply awful. Sadly there are some people with little or no knowledge who seem to think they know enough to write a book. Some of our members are amazed at an apiary meeting when
  I say, Ive never seen that before, as I often do. If Im still learning, how can someone who has only been keeping bees a year or so, less in some
  cases, possibly be knowledgeable enough to write a book with any authority? Some books are factually incorrect and cant even get the terminology right, to the point where I often know which
  book someone has read by their comments and questions. The cynic in me suggests that due to their lack of experience the authors probably read other books and simply rehash what others have written
  and copy mistakes that have been copied before, simply because the writers dont know that the information is dubious. You then get the same erroneous information in several places; it gets
  read by a beginner and is taken as being correct. What else are beginners to do until they have enough experience to find out for themselves? In my opinion a person who buys a book on a specialised
  subject like beekeeping has the right to expect it to be written by an experienced person and the information to be sound, especially when we are dealing with a box full of potentially dangerous
  animals.


  The lack of good books gives the beginner a problem. You need to know enough to know if the information is correct and if you know that amount you dont need the book in the first place. I
  still think books are important, so I suggest you learn the basics and with a bit of common sense and logic most other things should drop into place. Having done that you should be able to work out
  what is reasonably reliable and in any case you can check with a good beekeeper at your local BKA about which book to read and stick with it.


  At the beginner stage I would completely ignore foreign books, especially American. Almost everything is different  climate, conditions, hive types, bee types, legislation, etc 
  and you could be seriously misled as many often are.


  Some of the older books still have incredibly sound beekeeping content and are well worth reading, especially for someone who has grasped the basics. However, you will need to take into account
  that even in my time in beekeeping there have been some significant changes, including the introduction of oil seed rape (OSR) that has given many of us a high yield that has to be extracted before
  the main harvest; the introduction of pests and diseases; the seasons being 23 weeks longer; changed legislation and the arrival of the litigation culture.


  Dont judge a book by its cover or glossy pictures, but by its content and the experience of the author.


  Beekeeping Organisations


  In each country there is a national beekeeping association: British Beekeepers Association (BBKA) that largely covers England, Scottish Beekeepers Association (SBA), Welsh
  Beekeepers Association (WBKA), Ulster Beekeepers Association (UBKA) and the Federation of Irish Beekeepers Associations (FIBKA) for the Republic of Ireland. They have either local
  beekeeping associations below them or county BKAs that are then split into local BKAs. It is these that most beekeepers will belong to for tuition and social events. You can find details of your
  local BKA on the national association website. Some local BKAs arent members of a national BKA for a variety of reasons.


  To become a beekeeper there is no need to belong to any BKA and there is no registration required as in some other countries. However, with the problems that bees and beekeeping face in the
  modern day, I believe it is important to join a BKA as you should have access to the latest information, good training and someone to help if you have a problem. Most will include insurance with
  your subscription and in these litigious days you never know when it might be needed.


  Local BKA Meetings


  These should be good for learning both practical and theory and are the obvious place to start. A good BKA will have a well equipped teaching apiary with good demonstrators,
  bee-related winter meetings and a good library. When you first attend I suggest you get to know all the members before getting too involved with anyone, as some BKAs have their resident bores who
  tend to latch on to beginners and are often difficult to get rid of, especially once they have taken you under their wing. Through talking to everyone you will soon learn who you can rely on and
  its often the quiet ones who are the most knowledgeable and helpful, not always the noisy ones. Try to attend all the apiary meetings you can and use your ears, eyes
  and mouth in the proportion they were provided in.


  This will allow you to see colonies at different stages of development and in different weather conditions. Good demonstrators stand out a mile as they will handle a colony gently whilst talking
  through what they are doing and will be happy to answer questions without making you feel an idiot. They should make calm but deliberate movements and only use smoke when necessary to keep the bees
  calm, with few in the air.


  If your BKA has ability groups, then you are probably put in yours for a reason, depending on your ability and speed of learning or potential to do so. At Wisborough Green we currently have
  four: Preliminary (for those who have never seen inside a beehive before, or have recently joined and they will stay there until they learn our methods); Beginners (where we would normally expect
  those with less than a year or twos experience to be); Intermediate (for perhaps another two years); then Advanced Members. We still have some in the Beginners group who have been beekeeping
  four years, yet some in the Advanced group who have only been with us for a year.


  Once you have found someone who is a reliable source of information and help, try to stick to him or her. Dont seek help from several people, as they might think you are playing one off
  against the other.


  Beginners Courses


  These should be tailored to suit beginners, but may vary a lot. Seek out all those within travelling distance, look at the content and dont be frightened to speak to the
  tutor before enrolling. Some give information that is way beyond what a beginner will need and only results in confusion and an impression of complication. In my experience you cant judge
  the quality by the price as some may be subsidised or the tutor isnt paid.


  Conventions


  These tend to be run out of the active season, will probably have visiting lecturers and may be for more advanced beekeepers. Speak to the organisers, tell them your experience
  and ask if the event would be suitable. There is nothing to be gained from spending a day listening to something you dont understand, but if it is suitable you may well pick up some useful
  information. Take a notebook and pencil with you.


  Magazines


  All magazines are of a general nature with none specifically for beginners, as the market simply isnt big enough. Most will have a beginners section and as the
  writers are usually appointed their information should be fairly reliable. I still read the beginners notes and I suspect many other experienced beekeepers do as well. If you dont
  initially understand an article you can be a bit selective in what you read and return later when you are better equipped to understand it.


  Leaflets and Booklets


  There are some very good ones available, either free or very reasonably priced. Some will be specialised, but that may be a strength as they should be authoritative. Those from
  the National Bee Unit (NBU) on diseases are exceptionally good and of course relevant to all beekeepers including beginners.


  The Internet


  This is a bit like books: there is some very good information, often hidden away in such places as newsletters, but there is some awful drivel as well. In general if it comes
  from reliable sources you should be OK but some private websites are very unreliable. Being global you will need to be aware that legislation may be different, so check first.


  In theory, internet discussion groups should be good and there are some genuine helpful people who are willing to spend their time assisting others, but just as at BKA meetings there are some
  who are dogmatic and argumentative who can spoil things for others, often made worse when they hide behind a screen and a pseudonym.
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  THE FUNDAMENTALS


  Stings


  I must deal with this at an early stage. Its a bit like having a warning on a bar of fruit and nut chocolate that says This product contains nuts! On more
  than one occasion I have seen people who come along to a meeting because they want to start beekeeping and ask if we get stung! We now warn everyone who comes to their first meeting: You
  will get stung. If you are frightened of being stung then you wont ever make a decent beekeeper.


  We often have the noisy clowns who are full of bravery  they arent frightened and they will be able to take it. A mental note gets taken and often they are the ones who start
  yelping and leaping around like a gelded dingo when they do get stung. Even though I have seen it many times before it still appeals to my sense of humour, as I know we are unlikely to see them
  again. I dont need to tell you they are almost always men! I am often impressed with the reaction of many who do get stung for the first time, as very often its those who make no fuss
  that subsequently make good beekeepers. They have obviously thought carefully about it and their attitude is right.


  Although I never advocate getting stung deliberately it wouldnt be a bad thing if you did several times before your enthusiasm took you too far. In a very small number of cases there is a
  possibility of a life-threatening situation, although I have never seen one. If there is a likelihood of a problem its better to know about it sooner than later and for
  that reason I suggest you are accompanied on your first few inspections until you get stung a couple of times; this can be done at your local BKA.


  I do know of one case where a couple had kept bees for several years. The lady suffered anaphylaxis and a couple of years later her husband did as well. They both had a three-year course of
  desensitisation treatment that initially improved things, then they degenerated to the point where they both had to give up active beekeeping. They did continue with classroom training and helping
  to run their local BKA which was commendable. I dont mention this to frighten you, but to point out there is a possibility a reaction may come later. However the chances of it happening are
  extremely small. For the vast majority of people there is no problem at all other than the normal reaction of a bit of pain and some local swelling.


  I will not comment on the treatment for stings because I am not qualified to do so. If you do get stung we now know you should get the sting out as quickly as possible, even if you pull it out.
  Less venom will be injected than if you waste time looking for something to scrape it out with, which is the usual advice.


  About Honey Bees


  Honey bees (Apis mellifera) are the only species of bees out of the nearly 300 in the UK that dont hibernate and thus need to make honey for winter consumption.
  They are the only bees capable of storing food in any quantity, with the whole colony working hard during the summer to store enough to feed itself during the winter when nothing is coming in. It
  is some of this store the beekeeper harvests and replaces with sugar syrup. There are over 20 species of bumble bees that, like honey bees are social, but they hibernate and only store food in
  minute quantities. Throughout this book I will refer to honey bees as bees and I dont mean any other species.


  Honey bees naturally live in cavities in trees and build their comb from beeswax that is made in the form of scales that are secreted from wax glands on the underside of the abdomen of the worker bees. The bees take the wax scales and form them into the familiar hexagonal cells of the honeycomb.


  What Do Bees Bring into the Hive?


  There are five main things bees collect and bring into the hive: nectar, pollen, honeydew, propolis and water.


  Nectar


  Nectar is a sugary substance produced by plants to entice insects to pollinate them, which they do often by accident. Nectar varies considerably and is roughly 2040 per
  cent sugar; the rest is water and trace elements. Nectar is gathered by the foraging bees and brought back inside their bodies to the hive, where it is passed to house bees who store it in cells,
  modify the sugars by enzyme action and drive off water until the water content is around 1718 per cent. It is then called honey and is the carbohydrate part of the bees diet.


  Pollen


  Pollen is high in protein and is necessary for the production of brood food for feeding the larvae. It is collected by the bees and formed into coloured pollen pellets we
  sometimes see on bees collecting pollen. These are brought back to the hive in what are known as the pollen baskets on their hind legs. The bee backs into a cell, puts her hind legs into it and
  wriggles herself from side to side to dislodge the two pollen pellets, then turns round and rams them in with her head. Pollen will quickly go mouldy, so the bees fill the cell to within
  34mm of the top, then, if it needs to be kept for future use, put honey on top and seal it with a wax capping to preserve it for when it is required.


  Honeydew


  Honeydew is a sugary secretion from insects, such as aphids that suck the sap from trees, and is collected by bees. It is not highly thought of in the UK and Ireland, but is
  greatly appreciated in some countries such as Germany where bees are migrated to forests to collect it. If our bees gather it, it is included with the rest of the crop where it is largely
  unnoticed.


  Propolis


  Propolis is a resinous substance that comes from trees. It is brought back to the hive by the bees in their pollen baskets and used for waterproofing the hive, sealing cracks
  and many other uses.


  Water


  Water is needed to keep the humidity of the brood nest correct, for cooling it in hot weather and for diluting honey. That which is driven off the nectar is usually sufficient
  during a honey flow, but when there is no honey flow they will collect water from puddles, ponds, etc.


  What Bees are in a Colony?


  Queen


  There is normally only one in a colony and she is the only fertile female. She mates on the wing with several drones, normally 1015, but this varies. Once she commences
  laying she is incapable of mating again and should naturally live for 35 years. She emits pheromones (see Pheromones, page 	here) that have a controlling effect on the whole
  colony; the best known is called queen substance. During supersedure, when a queen is being replaced, there may be a mother and daughter in a colony at the same time. It is common for
  there to be more than one virgin queen, but not for very long.


  Drones


  Drones are the male bees and it was once thought they were lazy and only mated with the queens, but we now know they have a much more beneficial effect on the colony.


  Workers


  As their name implies they do all the work including feeding larvae, cleaning, comb building, processing food, defence and foraging. They are sterile females and with different
  feeding at the larval stage could have become queens.


  Although there are instances where drones can come from a fertile egg they are usually destroyed by the workers and for the purpose of this book we must assume they are the product of an unfertilised egg. Queens and workers come from fertilised eggs.


  Life Cycles


  The life cycles are one of what I call the basics and should be among the first things learnt as a beekeeper. They are crucial in so many ways. By observation it
  is handy to be able to tell the ages of larvae as you will constantly need to know them.


  
    [image: ]

  


  The above is the time taken in days which may be rounded up or down. There are variations depending on which source you use and I think it is not as precise as is often made
  out. I believe it makes sense to work on the safe side, especially with the sealing of the cell and emergence in the case of the queen. The figures in brackets are variations that I have found to
  be quite common, although it depends on what time of the day or night the egg was laid.


  Developing Your Technique and Management System


  Apart from those who work closely together, or were taught by the same person, all beekeepers will develop their own techniques and colony management methods. In the early days
  you will probably follow your tutor and for the first few years may well seek his/her advice. When you get more knowledgeable you will either recognise how good your tuition was and continue in the
  same way, or you will drift off, seek more information and modify your methods. If you have learnt the basics, you will be in a position to understand why other people do
  things the way they do and you should have gained the knowledge to decide if they are better than what you are doing or not. Try to think things through and if you change I suggest you dont
  try to mix methods without a lot of thought about compatibility.


  As I have already stated I try to keep things simple, but very often I find some methods very complicated and often it appears they havent been planned too well. Always be prepared to be
  flexible as no two seasons are the same and neither are two colonies. What you do one year may well be a complete disaster the following year. The trick is to have a simple system that can easily
  be modified to deal with changing circumstances.


  What Ability and Time Do You Need?


  I have already indicated that beekeepers need to be much better now than they once were. Due mainly to mans interference, bees have had a pretty raw deal and are
  suffering badly. Quite frankly they now need our help and understanding and I think they have a right to expect it. There are many people who come into beekeeping and think that all they have to do
  is have a box of bees at the bottom of the garden, turn on a tap, bottle the honey and they are a beekeeper. Reality is a long way from that, both bees and beekeeping can well do without that
  approach.


  There is learning to do and you need to be fairly fit, with a high level of commitment and understanding. Beekeeping should not be seen in purely commercial terms of getting cheap honey with a
  minimum of effort. That will result in failure.


  You must consider the physical requirements needed and you will sometimes be working on your own. We often have older people who are frail, or have bad backs, come along and say they are going
  to work with someone else, but sooner or later you will have to do it on your own if the other person is unavailable. If you put an inspection off and you have a swarm you could be filling someone
  elses chimney up with bees, then you will have the job of trying to remove them. There is heavy lifting to do and if you are frail, things will only get more difficult
  for you. In round figures a brood box full of honey weighs 55 lb/25 kg, a super 35 lb/16 kg and there could easily be three on a hive.


  You would benefit from being practical as hive parts come in flat packs and need nailing together and there is maintenance as well. Eyesight should be good as you will need to see small
  eggs.


  Although the basics must and can be learnt quite quickly, you will need to learn enough to keep bees healthy and alive. That means learning about diseases and their treatment. Its not
  simply a case of, Oh I think my bees have got X so Ill give them a dollop of Y; you will need to understand the pest or disease, give your own diagnosis and treat accordingly.
  Bees are not like plants, they are animals.


  In short anyone who is active and capable of quick learning can keep bees. If your garden is small there are usually other people who will let you put bees on their land in exchange for a few
  jars of honey a year. There is a reasonable level of commitment needed and that is around an hour a week throughout the summer per colony for a beginner, but after perhaps a year or so that can be
  drastically reduced when you learn to do things quicker. If you attend BKA meetings that might involve something like four hours every fortnight during the summer, then there is time helping others
  as we all do. Beekeeping can be time consuming.


  How Do You Start?


  I am in absolutely no doubt the first move should be to contact your local BKA, where you should be welcomed. All BKAs are run by volunteers and their character will always
  reflect the membership and key officers at the time. They do vary a lot and my advice would be to visit all of those within a reasonable distance that you are willing to travel to on a regular
  basis, bearing in mind it could be a dozen times or more a year. Check them all out with particular attention to the level of tuition, attitude, friendliness, number of meetings, facilities, winter
  meeting programme and, most importantly, if they have a well organised teaching apiary. If your time is limited make sure their meetings fit in with your work or social life.


  Have a look at their websites and winter programmes and make sure they are bee-related; you join a BKA to learn about beekeeping not penguins or vintage fire engines.


  When you have made your decision please treat them as your BKA and show loyalty by attending meetings and helping where you are able. Each BKA needs people with non-beekeeping skills in order to
  run efficiently and you may be the only accountant or carpenter they have. If you are happy to drive 20 miles to take advantage of their benefits, you shouldnt use distance as an excuse not
  to help.


  A BKA should support its members if they need help and when you have gained experience perhaps you can help someone else. One important benefit could be insurance, but you will need to check to
  see if that is offered.


  I encourage all our newcomers to handle bees a lot before they get their own. Very often initial enthusiasm dies after a couple of stings and all of a sudden we hear that the person is
  allergic. They rarely have a problem; they simply dont like getting stung and its much better to find out about fear before any bees or equipment is sourced. In some
  areas there is a high turnover of beekeepers in their first three years and I think this is because many buy bees without much guidance and before they are ready or know what is involved.


  I will deal with the purchase of bees and equipment later, but you need to know there are different kinds of both. Its important, less troublesome and less costly if you get it right
  first time. I tell beginners that starting beekeeping isnt a simple case of buying any old hive of bees and thats the end of it. You will need to know what hive and equipment to buy
  and where you can get bees. I usually give all this information, but warn people of the dangers of buying anything without help.


  It is difficult advising on how to start as there are so many ways and personal circumstances vary. If someone is giving you a present then try to make sure it is something you need or perhaps a
  voucher. You may be in the lucky position where someone is giving up or moving away and you are being given the bees and equipment, in which case you may not have any option
  other than to start with what is on offer. If its different from what you are used to, stick with it and see how you get on; you can always change later.


  If you have an opportunity to acquire second-hand then seek sound advice before agreeing a price or to buy. There is always a possibility of disease and although most cases I have dealt with
  have been trouble free, it is much better to take advantage of the experience available. If the vendor is known, or the bees have been checked and are free from disease, it is probably safe to use
  any spare equipment after cleaning it, but if they are unknown it would make sense to scorch out hives and to burn any old frames and combs, especially if there are no live bees. Always be prepared
  to walk away from potential trouble.


  If you buy second-hand, beware of any home-made hives. I have been the auctioneer at West Sussex BKA annual auction for many years and have sold many hives. Some home-made ones are very well
  made, others arent, so take a tape measure with you and a very keen eye. A guide price for home-made equipment, even if well made would be around a quarter of the price of the equivalent
  second-hand machine-made item in the same condition.


  If you are buying everything new you have the option of buying the whole lot, or piecemeal. I would suggest the latter, as I think it better to start gradually. I have seen some
  Beginners Packages and advise against them as there are often bits you dont need or of poor quality. You may pay a bit extra, but most things will last a lifetime if
  looked after well. Beekeeping is a hobby and the enjoyment will be lost if you are struggling with poor kit.


  I must emphasise caution. I have seen so many people charge headlong into beekeeping, only to find it doesnt suit them or, more commonly, they dont like being stung, then give up
  quickly after spending a small fortune. Get your grounding on someone elses bees, have a chat to a demonstrator, ask for an honest opinion on how you are getting on and if fine then think
  about buying your own. That in my view is one of the most important functions of a local BKA. If you do decide to proceed I suggest you have two colonies fairly quickly and
  you should have gained the knowledge and experience to do so. Colony losses and queen failure are much greater than they once were and if you have a problem with one colony you have the other to
  help it out.
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