Fear and Loathing in the City of Bees

To the Anarchy Newbees - Thank you for your participation and support in my efforts toward sustainable beekeeping.  In beefriending bees you are joining an endeavor towards insect, land, and human species stewardship.  It is a network of health, cooperation, and peace.  We have lots of work to do, as a community of beekeepers.  You are taking part in a grand experiment, assuming our species’ most symbiotic stature, one that I hope brings you countless hours of wonder as it has for me.  What will beekeeping look like in 100 hundred years?  What are the alternatives for our agriculture?
READ EVERY BEE BOOK YOU CAN.  I haven’t sourced much of where my information comes from, as the best artists steal.  I have quickly jotted down here what has tested true out in the field for me in my situation.  A bit of it is bogged down by my commercial methods and won’t apply to folks with just a few hives.  A bit is obnoxious manifest by some sense of purpose and hurry.  The methods here may or may not work for you (or me).  I call this an Almanac as I will distribute yearly versions as I make time to write more in depth, try new ideas, try new delicious food and honey, and our network grows.  Anyone is welcome to make relevant submissions to the Almanac.  We are always learning.  The book and our bee field days will ALWAYS be FREE.  Bee hives, swarms and such, will be offered on a sliding scale.  Experiments are always in the works: look for the Anarchy Hive design soon at www.anarchyapiaries.org.  Perhaps a more advanced bee class is in development in the New York City area, and certainly more movement towards enabling our local bee clubs to be self sufficient in providing bees to members, forming a global Anarchy Bee Collective ABC, with tips on being a small-time swarm provider.  We just need a good year.  2009 wasn’t that year.  2010 is the Year of the Bee. 
Many of you, like me, will choose to not medicate your hives.  Good for you!  I do not guarantee your hives will survive if they are not (or are) treated for Varroa mites, tracheal mites, nosema cerana and nosema apis, Israeli acute paralysis, Kashmir virus, black queen cell virus, or American foul brood, sac brood, chalk brood, European foul brood, stone brood.  Or by starvation, dysentery, absconding, queenlessness, bears, comb collapse, small hive beetles, systemic pesticides, genetically modified pollens, miticides, essential oils, power lines, air pollution, funky water, blenders, cell phones, or other reasons.  Bees die all the time.  Sooner or later, a hive will die, sometimes because of what the beekeeper did.  So start with two hives: one to let thrive and one that you kill.  I’ve done things that killed bees in all types of hive boxes.  But the more bees die, the more they live.  I will keep learning to trust them.  I realized I (or we) don’t have much other choice.
I grew up close to where the Jersey Devil lived till they paved it over.  The Devil got pissed and left for greener ground.  Thankfully, we still keep in touch.  At the same time that I won my first six hives in a poker game (queens over kings), I went to work for commercial beekeepers.  In my first bee yard I was stung 5 times before I could get my veil on.  I walked away calmly, down the grassy slope in the Vermont spring.  The blue and white sky swirled around me.  The bees followed but soon lost interest in me.  I sat down and began pulling out the stingers.  I waited to see if I would die.  

I didn’t die, and I was never really scared again.  Even in those first exhausting months of swollen hands and work day and night, I never looked back.  I couldn’t- my eyelids were swollen.  There is too much to learn and unlearn here to turn away, and I’m not trying to intimidate you.  Today I think receiving stings is the best part of keeping bees.  If you never get stung, the honey won’t taste as sweet.

Later that year, 2003, I found enough to eat by following around the migratory pollinators.  The notes are scattered.  Mostly rantings against the abuse of electricity scribbled on truck stop restaurant napkins.  Gone to madness after driving bees around in the rain, a month’s worth of midnights, heavy loads, busy California streets, while getting stung.  A stop sign is not a stop sign in that part of the country— more like a flag that says something is coming.  Something big.  Four hives on a pallet.  500 hives on a semi.  

At least at night I couldn’t see the intensive dairies, just smell them.  It mixed with the smell the almond trees beginning to bloom, the miles of measured rows of trees that I glared through during daylight.  Yes, it’s lovely to dance to the next beehive in the almond petals floating all around, but I’m waltzing on sand that was once soil, now bleached down to a drainage bin for nutrient solution; no more flowers there to support bees through the year.  For the grower it’s called more bang for your buck and an easy night’s sleep without worry.  For the beekeeper it’s called migratory pollination.  People get dollar signs in their eyes.  They go crazy, all together, as if boarding the same bus to nowhere.  They are all decent folks, too. 

The World Watch Institute says the average American meal travels 1500 to 2500 miles from farm to table.  California is where a great deal of it comes from.  I’m not sure if the cut worm forgives the plow.  I learned about the California apples, frankentrees something like giant turkey talons reaching from a terrible nest way below the sandy pit – or like some Martian Foliage – pruned so short and thin as to not increase insurance liability for harvesters who might have to use ladders.  And then there are the screams from swine pens at night as we carted by pallets of bees on forklifts.  During daylight, the strip malls and groceries herd the people in the same way; taking in polluted water, air, and food, what we graze on, is something we can’t really “see.”  At least not until it’s too late.   

Melons growing by the side of the road.

Gonna pollinate flowers until I get old.

On the radio: “First thing I remember knowin, was that lonesome whistle blowin.”  Driving the bees hard, and gettin pretty jumpy in the seat.  The darker sides of beekeeping.  I can’t help from singing the song-  

California is a Garden of Eden.  

A paradise to live in or to see.  

But believe it or not, you won’t find it so hot, 

if you ain’t got the Do-Re-Mi.     
Beekeepers everywhere.  Bars full of beekeepers, some swinging bees all the way from Florida.  Beekeepers in full bee suits standing in the motel lot at 3 am, pausing to rewire trailers and shoot it a while before moving bees through a maze of towns to the next orchard.  Then it was up to Washington for more apple pollination, and on to Montana for the cherry orchards around Flathead Lake.  Actual absolute madness.  2.5 beehives per acre of trees.  Bees coping with changing climates.  The climate’s despondency over unfulfilled promises.  Organic bonds become synthetic.  Persons become personnel.  How long will bees be bees?  Frankenbees.  Constant meddling has corroded the foundation.  A crazy handle you can’t hold onto anymore.  “Isn’t it odd that things don’t seem to last as long as they used to and are always breaking all the time?”  “Yes that’s true.  It is odd.”  “Yes it is.”  These are intimations of a bogus ideology.  Do ideas of resistance and refusal still have any sustaining force, or is it getting to be Pie in the Sky?

Fear the Cities of Bees.  The Cities of Trees.  The Cities of Stuff.  No more unwrapping a present to find a wrapped-up present!  No more biting someone else’s fingernails!  Where is the Jersey Devil?  Help us please!  Yeah, it is time to sound off.  It is said that what beekeepers do best is complain— because it sure isn’t keeping bees.
In 2005 I was called back east to the tupelo swamps of South Carolina, and I stumbled into production methods of raising queen bees – using them to build back the few Honey Gardens survivors moved there from Vermont after a vicious mite attack.  The Checkmite (organophosphate McNasty) treatment strips were in every hive.  I pulled out the plastic strip, and the mites were merrily crawling on it!  One stuck its tongue out at me and said NANANA-NANA!  My eyes opened a little bit.  Formic acid treatments revealed rows of mites dropped onto sticky boards: thousands of parasitic mites.  I was 24 and all alone in a swamp.  Left to fight off these terrorist mites.  Responsible for millions of little lives against THIS.  I didn’t really know what I was doing.  
Then the tupelo bloomed.  Suddenly brood cleared up, bees emerged, and everything changed.  I was short on equipment.  The honey flow was just so forgiving and massive.  My first artificially-induced queen bees returned from mating flights.  Swarms gathered in mid air before me.  Swarms literally descended from the sky.  Those few million survivors raised billions of bees, brought to Vermont and St. Lawrence County, New York.  With the kindness of the rain and sun, they thrived and made honey that year, and I turned my life over to the Insects.  
I had culled out a lot of old nasty frames, so I decided to put 9 frames in a 10 frames box- keep the center frames tight.  Otherwise the bees were often difficult to work without mashing quite a few.  Then by mid-June, Todd at Honey Gardens asked me to put the tenth frame in each box.  The supers were already on, and it would be a lot of mess going through 1000 hives.  I ended up doing it, but after a lot of research.  I got on the world wide web and researched the difference between 9 or 10 frames in the brood nest, and I read about this Total Wingnut in Nebraska named Michael Bush, as bushfarms.com, whose been shaving down endbars and putting ELEVEN frames in a 10 frame box.  (As I’ve told Michael, “total wingnut” is the highest compliment you can give somebody where I come from.)  Why do such a thing?  Smaller cell size.  Then I read Dee’s writing on beesource.com and I thought about things I had never thought about.  It wasn’t for another 3 years till I had any bees reach a balance with their cell size, enough for them to mostly live.  

A few of those survivors, that Todd graciously gave me, from the mite infested winter of 04/05  – Russian, Carniolion, Buckfast bees - became the base of the genetics of Anarchy Apiaries- receiving their last treatment of any kind that spring 2005.  Later that summer, I did not treat my hives, but the rest of the VT apiaries got a blast of a butcher pad dipped in 60% formic acid – before the Mite Away II pads were produced and became the latest rage.  With a hole in my glove, the outer skin was torn from two of my fingers.  With some help from honey, they healed.  I guess it could have been worse, but I never used formic acid again, on anyone’s bees.   
Still lost in the maze, I went to Florida then Montana again.  I watched more illegal treatments and off-label ag chemicals used in beehives.  I would sell extra queens to folks who had not yet learned what I had realized – that the bees do it themselves just fine.  They do it all themselves.  Just fine.     

Beekeeper #1:  It’s getting difficult to do just about anything anymore.

Beekeeper #2:  Yup.

People helped me out every step of the way – giving me work and a few hives to play with, food and shelter, and lots of honey.  I could bring the strong genetic stock from Vermont to isolated mating yards in Montana.  I made the foundational trip to Vermont the first week of June 2006, to see what had survived.  I had the report of 12 of 20.  The spring of 2006 in Vermont was the 40 Days of Rain, oft not too remembered because most springs are like that anymore.  The bees had not foraged in a while.  It was raining hard; I had a friend hold an umbrella and thankfully the bees were not too aggressive- likely foraging in the rain on the vetch.  I picked four of the best looking queen bees.  These queens were from Canadian friends, who had brought the line of pure bees from Slovenia, tucked away in some private underclothing.  These were unique bees, crossed one generation with Russian stock.  This importation is not exactly legal, for various good and bad reasons.  Yet ALMOST every commercial beekeeper I know uses illegal mite treatments in their hives today, too.  You know I’m no better than those folks.  All our opinions are valid.
Then I found a virgin queen.  I could see old remains of the cell she emerged from, but all the brood from the last queen was gone.  This girl had not been able to get out for a while.  So I decided to bail her out of Vermont spring to head west.  She went into the fifth cardboard nuc box, and we loaded up.  

By noon the next day, a sunny one through Chicago, the bees were fiending to get out of those nuc boxes.  Any stopping in daylight would be stressful.  We were making a straight shot, but with a short scheduled bee break.  By 7 PM we reached a small county park on a lake in Minnesota.  No one around for miles.  We pulled the Subaru to the back of the field and set out the nuc boxes, not far from the lake where perch were just starting to jump a bit.  Standing away from the sun, I popped up the cardboard lids, one by one, and the bees exploded out.  They were so happy to stretch the wings.           

In a little over an hour, it was dark, and all the bees were back home.  The humans had rested, so we were off down the road again.  By the middle of the next day- Dakotas somewhere?- the bees were chewing through those cardboard boxes.  Super strong mandibles, if you ask me.  The Subaru was filling up with bees. But we didn’t stop… or care much.  

Montana was a sight to see the following morning, and the bees set in their home, we recovered from a long trip.  I of course was out to see the new arrivals by the afternoon.  And what I saw amazed me. 

The virgin queen brought from Vermont was now mated and laying eggs.  I kid you not.  She had mated in Minnesota at about 7 PM, June 8, 2006, with drones from the other select Vermont bees, these Carnis, Russian, and Buckfast that had weathered the previous year’s mite attack.  Now in Montana, I began grafting from her immediately, as well as the others.  I brought them up a canyon in Montana, and this lineage continues today.   

In Montana again I raised queens, harvested honey, and ran hives through the pollination gauntlet for another year.  I freaked out.  I remember the very spot when I decided to stay true to the bees at whatever cost.  Bees have a truth, and I saw a glimmer of it in May 2007.  I was sitting in the crisp air on an elk path up Greywolf Peak in Montana.  I decided it is time.  (The Time of Prophecy.)  To work not just for bees but for the new beekeepers, for the clover and trefoil and fruit trees, for the next generation, to prevent People Collapse Disorder.  That started Anarchy Apiaries.  And where else but the very frontlines, the think tank, the Belly of the Beast that swallowed the Big Honey Crisp Apple?  Some place we can grab the reigns and holler WOAH!  
I had moved my own few hives from South Carolina to Vermont to Montana to California to Washington to New Jersey to Florida and finally to the Hudson Valley of New York, the long lost land of buckwheat, sheep pasture, fine people, and booming hives of bees.  Ragged, tired, hungry, dying from chemical ingestion, I tramped back through the amiable doors of the northeast to hear, “Well, look what the bee dragged in.”  
The 2010 Anarchy Apiaries Almanac
Hey HOT POTATO.  What?!  HOT POTATO.  CATCH IT!
Derived from Various Endeavors
and
30 Years with the Bees

(I turn 30 this year.)

Do you ever get stung? / Preface / Disclaimer / Mission statement
Anarchy won’t tell you what to do.  I don’t make rules for other people- so you can’t point your finger at me when it all goes wrong.  But I will tell you to go get stung.  And I will answer questions, but not with any useful sort of answers, just more questions.  I’m getting away with it so far.  What everything here will ultimately tell you is to do it yourself.  Bee it.  That is responsibility.  That’s the only way to learn.  That is anarchy.  That is the only freedom.  Now that you have bees, in your situation, in your life, it is forced on you to consider.  Well, Buzz.  Now go get stung!
That’s what the most common question used to be: “Do you ever get stung?”  It got boring.  I compiled a list of answers – and the book might as well start with it, because you get asked a lot: 
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Do you ever get stung?
Only when I deserve it.

Do you ever get stung?
No, all our bees had their stingers removed surgically.

Do you ever get stung?
It’s all fun and games till someone gets stung in the face.

Do you ever get stung?
They don’t call them killers for nothing.

Do you ever get stung?
Yes, and the venom is so wholesome that I no longer need to eat.

Do you ever get stung?
Stung by what?

Do you ever get stung?
What do you mean by “get”?

Do you ever get stung?
It ain’t no use to sit and cry for bees, babe.

Do you ever get stung?
Well they sting you when yer tryin to bee so good… and I would not feel so all alone…

Do you ever get stung?
They only sting wingnuts. That's wingnutty. The wingnuttiest.

Do you ever get stung?
Zip-o-dee-doooo-da.  Don’t worry, Bee happy.
Do you ever get stung?
Do you ever shut up?

Do you ever get stung?
Only if I get out of the truck.

Do you ever get stung?
Nah, we use force fields these days. Roger, Red Leader. The rear deflectors are down! 

Do you ever get stung?
Lean on bees, when you’re not strong. Don’t bee discouraged, try to bee encouraged. 

Do you ever get stung?
Can one bee really make a difference?

Do you ever get stung?
Only when the boss says, “Go get stung.”
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Do you ever get stung?
Sting first, ask questions later.

Do you ever get stung?
Stings cleanse the Doors of Perception.

Do you ever get stung?
How much Money will it take for you to ask something relevant? 

Do you ever get stung?
Sticks and stones and blah blah blah… Bees will never hurt me.

Do you ever get stung?
The Bee Stingeth and continue to Stingeth.

Do you ever get stung?

I try to Bee brave.  Haha!

Do you ever get stung?
Only when they make me wear the bullseye.

Do you ever get stung?
Buzz off!

Then sudden media sensation.  Buzz on.  No wait- buzz is missing.  The bees are missing.  The rest aren’t doing well.  My favorite thing to do is respond to the new most popular question.  “What’s wrong with the bees?”

Of course I feign utter ignorance. 

“We heard that the bees aren’t doing so well.”
“Really? I had no idea. They seem fine.”
“No way! There is a global crisis!”
“Huh? It’s news to me.”
“No NO NO! We saw a special on 60 minutes and PBS. It was in the New York Times! There’s something wrong!  We’re all gonna die!” [image: image3.jpg]



They start to shout and jump and wave a sign that says WE ARE ALL GONNA DIE.  Truth.  What is this amusing and repeated phenomenon? Could it be our primal caretaker mantra made manifest? Are we feeling a little like we dropped the ball?

These folks and I, like all beeks, newbees, and wannabees from all walks of life, beecome family.

We remember sometime… long ago… we had some partners on the planet that helped us out in every way. 

Feeling some sort of BUZZ... The light that people find in BEES shines as a beacon over a sea of scary crazy crawling millipedes and vicious bald-faced hornets. Suddenly there is a bug that is good to have around? All these other creatures have a place and purpose too? Wowee. I didn’t know that.  Not until I started keeping bees.  And the first thing I learned is that bees have been suffering for a long time.  I heard it right from the beekeepers, not in the newspaper.  And then I saw it for myself.   

I used to think I was saving the bees when we started breeding with Russian stock without mite treatments in Vermont.  Now I think that idea of “saving the bees” to be pretty presumptuous.  All I had to do was get out of their way.   
Some people think farming is risky, and farming without chemicals insane.  To us doing it, there is no other choice.  To us, a risk is having to depend on a steady paycheck and a 401K retirement plan.  The risk dissipates as our demands do.  With less interference, less fighting against nature’s will, success is not in monetary income but a total livelihood.  We live to be happy.  We gain not just knowledge but wisdom.  The only valuable result I see is that the next generation picks up the same fascination.  Hey, people need to eat!
Most of the folks I talk with say they want to stop treating their hives for mites.  It brings to mind a biographic parable from Masanobu Fukuoka, a farmer in Japan.  When he took over his father’s orange grove, he wished to set it “free” and wild, not prune, medicate, fertilize, or maintain it as it had been commercially.  Soon the branches crossed and fungus and disease moved in.  The grove was a complete loss.  When he replanted the grove sporadically and let the trees develop in their own way, they thrived and bore copious fruit without any management, which he emulated in his fields of rice and wild vegetables.  He learned how it is easier to start anew than fix what was gone awry.  

I have found the same true with beehives.  When I stopped treatments, I had no luck keeping Langstroth or top bar hives alive until the bees started drawing much smaller cell sizes for their brood comb.  This made the difference, though I can’t say why.  A stabilized cell size, as the hives would do naturally, is only obtained after several generations of bees drawing new brood combs, or by repeated “shake downs” into foundationless hives, or forcing the bees onto successively smaller foundations.  In the meantime, hives are very likely to succumb to mites and associated diseases, even with treatment.  By making summer splits, a core group of hives can be kept alive, and several large cell beekeepers are able to be treatment free by constantly “busting up” their bees into many splits and taking some losses.  I have seen many large-cell hives in various parts of the country survive for years by constantly swarming.  Even smaller cell hives at times succumb to the various ills bees face these days, though they are the most robust hives I’ve seen.  Even if your hive fails and you replace it, at whatever cost per season, you will not find a more enjoyable pastime as sitting and watching the nectar gatherers return from the field.  
When the honey flow is on, a hive exhibits a degree of invincibility.  When the flow stops, a crash can occur immediately.  If the honey flow doesn’t come, then the bees could be in serious trouble.  Disease must have a presence, but furthermore a pathway in.  Nurses don’t get sick.  The germs don’t make the disease.  The flies don’t make the poop.  BUTT, in these days of constant traffic and mix up, the poop doesn’t get spread out.  (Yes, I did just make that joke and transition.)  It goes into our municipal watertable that later becomes our drinking water.  Disease comes and there are no defensive barriers - like no buffer of wild areas around our crop fields.  Hives that can cope with the ebb and flow depend on the methods of the beekeeper, the genetics of the queen, the genetically enhanced learning of the worker bees, the nutrition the hive receives from its foraging area, and chance.  
The bonds between the bees, between us and the bees, and us to each other make us strong in these times.  Less invasive methods, northeastern genetics, and community outreach form the foundation of Anarchy Apiaries.  I care deeply about the bees.  My goal is to see more beehives out there than televisions.  After a rough 2009, the goal for 2010 is to see a honey flow, any kind whatsoever, cause it has been awhile for a lot of bees in this area.  Other than that I have no aims or ambitions or point to make in working with bees.
Other fears and loathings.  I hear that about 8 or 9 years ago, in California, a bee truck hit a molasses truck on a 90 degree day.  This would not be a pretty thing, believe me.  

Acknowledgements
I have many to thank for the opportunities, guidance, and inspiration: each commercial beekeeper I’ve worked for, all my mentors, the astute observers who got their thoughts together in the old bee books.  Thanks to the people who grow the food we eat, and everyone who is not afraid of bugs.  Most of all, I have to give my thanks to the varroa destructor mite.  
Without varroa I would not have had these opportunities or know what I claim to know, pretend to know, and know I don’t know, about bees.  
Without varroa, the honey bees would not be tested, find resilience, and prepare for what is coming next.  
Without varroa, beekeeping would not be at the forefront of the Awareness Movement as it is today.  

“You know where you are?  You’re in the Jungle, baby.

You’re gonna die.”

INTRO / More MISSION statement
You are eternal.  You cycle through life and death.  Truth.  Let everything go- life, death- empty your head for a moment.  <pause>.  Imagine what you will want for your last meal in this life.  
But don’t think the smell of it cooking, how it tastes in your mouth.  Go back a bit more and think of where it comes from.  How far away was it grown?  What did it take for it to grow?  Who planted and harvested it?  Did someone love and sing to it?  Does someone need to do this?  Is this a little ridiculous?  Forget about that.  Go back even further.  Who pollinated the seed?  Imagine now, you are going to that same old market to obtain and savor your last dish, and you find only smashed windows, empty shelves, and an encircling darkness.  A Fire in the Streets.   Roving bandits looking for anything at all to eat.  A food crisis.  Perhaps it was our outsourcing of food production.  Maybe it had something to do with our internally decayed infrastructure reliant on petroleum.  Or the ultimate breakdown of our connection to the Great Cycles.  Maybe the bees left.  
You return home.  No seeds planted.  No greens.  No tubers.  Damn.  At night you covertly wander away from the city till daylight reveals a farmland of struggling communities attempting a lost life.  Seeds were planted, rains come, and blossoms wither when they are not visited by pollinators.  What happens then?  We die or evolve.  Something else gets a chance.  It’s going to happen one way or another.  You and I, with our barren fields and promises, might not witness a food crisis manifest; but the possibility is one my generation can see for our own children.  But FEAR is not what drives us, for FEAR is blind.  
We can build an alternative.  The sun illuminates it.  Anyone who has planted a seed, watched it grow, pull in energy from the sun, bear fruit, knows that there is a solution that rises in the east every morning.  And the flow of life falls from clouds.  We are the caretakers of these great gifts; the occupants alone bear the responsibility for the land.  The land belongs to everyone.  Humans are creatures of the earth.  Bees are creatures of the sun.
Why bees?  Why now?  Of all the darndest things… What in tarnation?  This is a lil’ zine about beekeeping.  Beekeeping to me goes way beyond the bees.  Each hive is a vehicle to a point of more appreciation and care for our world.  Our only connection to the Insect World is where we receive our most important instructions and warning signs.  In every other culture connected to bees the keepers have been children of the earth, the first to see the drought coming, or to protect the biodiversity of the landscape, and the first to note the threats to its stability.  The bees then were BOOMING.  Bees everywhere.  So many bees that people thought nothing of killing some off for their honey or catapulting them over castle walls in biological warfare.  That’s not the only kind of protection t bees provide us.  

Assigning a positive value is the same as assigning a negative value, so what matters?  I don’t believe in right or wrong, good or evil.  But I do believe in diversity verses monotony.  Diversity is resilience, adaptability to change.  And I believe in Truth.  So in looking for what to do that makes a “difference,” know this: Bees are the keystone of the diversity of our planet.  Bees carry a Truth.  They pack it right next to the granules of pollen.
Bees retain a wildness unique to the rest of agriculture.  Bees had defied human-selected breeding and the world of profit-driven interests until about 120 years ago.  Now humans are fighting to make bees fit into a “logical” system, while bees, like humans, are not logical.  Machines are logical.  We our fighting ourselves to fit this system.  The bees will be fine, but our worlds are separating.  The humans are building a bubble.  Will it be hospitable? 
The keeping of the bees thus is a call to action.  The bees are refusing the treatment as livestock.  Beekeeping is irrational.  Love and humanity are irrational.  And sustainable if we follow that truth.  All beekeepers today, from those with 1 hive to 100,000, have found a new inspiration, a reminder of the torch we carry; a reminder that the general population has all the power despite what the government claims is best for us.  Beekeepers today are creating change.   
“At what price, the sting?”

The very process of working with a hive is one of overcoming fear and anxiety, what drives our social world today.  A phony sense of status makes people buy things they don’t need and put chemicals on their lawns for no good reason.  These people aren’t ready to get stung.  But you will be ready.  If you don’t want to get stung, you will have to abandon all you think you know.  YOU WILL SLOW DOWN.  And stop.  You’ll see death.  You’ll have to burp.  If you don’t want to get stung, you will have to expose your soul, put your ego aside.  Once you are on your way you become a bridge for others.  Who you are is not by having but in giving; get everyone ready to be stung by bees and then let their lawn grow.  It’s great.  Beekeepers today are most valuable to humanity not for honey or medicine, not for pollinating crops, but as teachers.  This is a Revolution.  With Bees.  
How long do we have?  When do people start freaking out?  2012?  If you have no interest in this facet of beekeeping, skip ahead to the more technical stuff.
EVOLUTION

WHAM, major events are redefining the relationships on the planet.  Many of my friends and I believe we are now at the next cataclysm for our species.  We fondly refer to this as “the shit hitting the fan,” the familial phrase strengthening our bonds; a population crash brought on by famine, disease, ecological disaster, ice age, or nuclear war/fallout, though our work with the natural world leads us to one optimistic, ultimate solution: our AGREEMENT.  When we agree, our divisions dissolve and we become free.  It is the only time that anything actually happens anywhere, and the only way a new worldview could come about peacefully.  The whole “survival of the fittest” dogma is a point of view founded on animosity, competition, and hatred that still permeates our social structure.  Even Darwin didn’t like the way it was going.  Our world is one of mutual symbiosis altering genetic expression, epigenetics, a Survival of the Kindest.  We are coevolving with our environment- learning from each other, evolving in radical ways beyond the genes alone.  What we now know about epigenetics shows that evolution can be much faster than passing along genes, and that a nurtured generation, nurturing another generation, can lead to unlocking our brains and who knows what.  To redefine what it means to be human in the next phase, we will build an interwoven world with love and trust for each other and all life.  No possessions.  This is not a hippie-dream of bees and flowers but an obligatory call to action, to take down hierarchical domination, free the planet and ourselves, and stop bothering the bees.  

Bee Prepared
We are not alone.  We need only follow to the precedents of symbiosis already in our world and release them from the constant push for profits.  At 20,000 some different species, bees have danced with all flowering plants for 100 million years.  Fossil records show that insect pollination succeeded where open wind pollination only dreamed.  Google it.  The bees’ model of symbiosis can guide us to a new paradigm.  Listen.  Right now it is of the utmost importance that everyone rests.  Take a break.  Rest before labor.  Our heads are full of noise.  The bees can calm it down.  Relax.  We need to bee ready.  
“Bee it

beecause
you beelieve it.”
Anarchy & The Deathbed of Industrial Ag
MURDER!  A history of oppression starts 10,000 years ago with storable grain, the first wealth, the sedentary lifestyle enabling slavery, religious elitism, and greed.  Control more land to feed more loyal subjects to control more land.  America continues this tradition today, though it was never meant to.  We rebelled against the strongest Symbol of Power on the planet, the King of England, to create a Land of the Free.  There was no federal power, and communities solved their own problems, and helped struggling individuals, as a cohesive group.  This country was never meant to be something you serve.  With the debt amassed from the Revolution and the chance for the wealthy to retain and swell their status, the founding fathers created a federal state power that went unchecked, could not be stopped, fed on itself, grew, and created the standards of a world economy on anthropocentric land use, competitive technology, and total neglect for health or future of the world’s people, as mandated by our president, today’s strongest Symbol of Power in the world.  WE BECAME OUR ENEMY.  While our country was founded on the virtue of a sharing community and town meetings as center of sweet life, we came to idolize war and its heroes, hand over decision making to an elite few, and lose all sense of what we once found worth fighting for.  
Let me make the point that while I disagree with our government and want to see its power and wealth dispersed, I’ve never left the US or wanted to.  I love what America stood for.  That being Freedom: blurry definition these days, though I would imagine it certainly involves a smaller and non-centralized government.  Now that we realize the domination of our land is reaching a boiling point, and that generations to come will face untold challenges, more people are asking questions. 

The empowerment of common people starts with food.  What is more important than growing food?  (Eating it… duh… and oh yeah, communicating with spirits is part of growing food.)  Deeply ingrained aspects of human nature must be reversed for us to evolve into light, to become the Caretakers.  So deeply ingrained, we seek empathy in a completely different realm.  The Insect World.  The Pollinators.  This is all I’m gonna say about it, if I said anything at all, for now.  Let’s talk about bees already.

Brief, incomplete history of American beekeeping
Like any art or science, beekeeping is patented and pushed for profit.  Once a simple meditation carried out by monks, teachers, and most farmers and homesteaders in hollow logs (gums) or straw baskets (skeps), ol’ mundane modernization came with universally celebrated supremacy.   The Langstroth hive most use today was created and popularized in the 1850s, during the Industrial Revolution, when beekeeping was becoming a profitable business and needed to be standardized for suppliers to create monopoly.  Suddenly, the box hive was in every corner of the world.  Also as suddenly, new diseases appeared like foul brood, sac brood, nosema, chalk brood...  Wax combs were being spun and saved every year harboring pathogens.  Bees were being shared and shuffled around the country and spreading disease faster than local populations could adapt.  The swarming instinct was and still is suppressed.  Sudden, massive die-offs began to occur immediately, and have continued in about every decade since, the latest being called CCD.  Even though the movable combs, allowing more manipulation for profit, spurred on these new diseases, the industry declared war on feral bees and the old-school, “unscientific” beekeeping as dark pools of disease.  Every state passed laws (New York in 1922), still present today, banning fixed comb hives that don’t allow easy inspection – the homemade skeps and gums – further locking beekeepers into the new industrial model.  With the passing of a generation, all other types of bee houses and methods were forgotten.  I’m sure Lorenzo Langstroth had no idea how big a can of worms he opened.  
Today, the homesteader’s relationship with once popular, impenetrable and sustainable natural comb hives, skeps, gums, is liable to lead to fines, condemnation, and scorn from peers and professionals.  We mustn’t let the bees have the wheel now.  We mustn’t let them swarm.  We mustn’t have uncontrollable freedom; imagine what all those bison would have done if we hadn’t stopped them?  Keeping bees now is a riddle in a bizarre world of expensive gear, intricate manipulations, artificial crutches, and the supposition of a divine role.   

Now hold on there.  There is nothing wrong with keeping bees in Langstroth hives.  It’s a neat idea.  But let’s take a look at some of the methods that have come about.  The doctrine of manipulations involves everything that compromises honey bee health: artificial, oversized, and overused comb, swarm suppression leading to over-populated hives, non-linear queen bee exchanges, and major disruptions of the super organism’s body.  These invasive practices can be avoided in any type of beehive.  We have received a lot of knowledge by looking into the bees’ world, but we are not any wiser in caring for them.  
You can find the rest of beekeeping history in other books.  (THE BOOK being Eva Crane’s World History of Beekeeping and Honey Hunting.)  This has brought us up to the Age of Alienation.      
“Beeace bee with you.”
WHY THE HONEY BEE IS DECLINING - CCD debunked
Put the qualms of anthropomorphizing aside for the short answer (like for the folks making chit chat):  The bees are pissed off!  Fed up with the way we treat the dirt and not gonna take it anymore!  Pissed!

Longer answer:  CCD is that ol’ rift between us and our ecosystem.  People Collapse Disorder: another symptom of longstanding anthropocentric domination.  An unchecked Science has brought on an era of control illusion.  (We call it Use Your Illusion II.)  The goals of our technologies are not conducive to the well-being of our species (the kids) or other life on the planet but founded on the phony idea of profit as the only success.  

 
We take land and kill all that lives there to grow a cultural definition of “food” or “lawn.”  Is this because we are scared of spending the time (all that cash) to acknowledge our surroundings and would rather sterilize it into one thing that provides income right now?  They keep the cubicles far away from windows.  (“There ain’t no dignity in the cubicle.”)  Collectively, we’ve lost our awareness.  Now we know nothing.  Things start to fall apart.  Every action is a truly futile effort.  
Beekeepers made an effort when they faced the death of their hives when the mites came.  You either used the chemical treatments to fight the mite or lost most or all of the hives you cared for.  Stronger and stronger chemicals were required, until we were prodded into using emergency, section 18 (under-the-EPA) nerve-agents by our agrichem-sponsored government.  Coumophos in an organophosphate developed by the Nazis to kill humans.  Each treatment strip put into a beehive had enough active ingredient to kill a human (Randy Oliver).  It never breaks down.  Fluvalinate and coumaphos now lace all beeswax AND HONEY in the country, though the National Honey Board doesn’t want you to know that.  Beekeepers don’t want the public to know that they put chemicals into beehives illegally.  Many beekeepers don’t want to listen to the fact you can keep bees alive without treatments.  Bees suffer shortened life spans while the targeted varroa mite enjoys its quickly-adapted, chemical-resistant genetics.  You can’t fight the mite.  I’ve seen resistant mites chilling out on the treatment strips!  Doin the jitterbug.   Our most “advanced” science dictated the most important human endeavor into a national catastrophe that will last decades.  Crop science continues to screw up our bees in even more covert ways globally.  This kind of “Science” can buzz off.  We are way deep in the quicksand here.      

How do we really control an experiment with so many unforeseen variables?  Does having the results of these experiments make us “wiser”?  Do we know then just how to act?  Will the world then be a safer place for our children’s children?  Do we then know the “RIGHT” thing to do to the bees?  The variables in the hive are more than infinite.  How can you pin down a house, a car, a person, or a bee hive as objects when everything is just a process of patterns, decay and renewal?  To assign additional value to these things is going against their nature.  Our interference is demeaning to the eons-old joint genetic wisdom that has evolved its own niche in our world.  It is demeaning to us, who apparently more than any other species have the capability of altering environments, either in support of or against biodiversity.  We cannot act on a false knowledge and expect living things to flourish without artificial crutches.  Our system is flawed at a foundational level and we are sinking more with each new attempt to sustain it.   

OUR LACK OF CONNECTION:

They say keeping bees is a connection with nature.  I see nothing of the sort.  Sure, it is dealing with living things, but don’t expect the bees to save you.  Save yourself.  Get your own connection.  The bees will certainly help, though.  They help a lot.  Yeah, ok, I guess they are a connection to nature.
I see the wall as threefold: the control (rather than cultivation) of the people, the land, and the insects.  All forms of oppression are related.
People:  lack of beekeepers, young people interested in apiculture and farming in general.  What good is the Good Life?  Certainly it’s not the money.  You aren’t gonna get rich farming.  I’ll tell you what is good, though:  the parties.  There’s nothing like a good farm party.  A good square dance-themed mosh pit and a caller going off the wall.  Barn stomping.  Rolling in the hay.  Be a farmer just to be part of this!

Yeah, I mentioned money.  Next:  The Inhibitive costs of starting beehives - To purchase a complete hive today with bees and the “necessary” gear, costs can range over $400.  The hive kits come complete with plastic, oversized foundation and a line of chemical treatments and gadgets to hopefully keep the bees alive.  Usually the only bees available are a group of shook together, medicated workers given a foreign queen bred in a different part of the country and bounced and chilled on the road for a few days.  Batteries not included.  If these are the only bees, get these bees, but do your countryside and change to a local queen before we are invaded by the bumbling drone tourists!  For most, these bees and the methods are the only available, though most people don’t want to treat and these bees don’t survive. 
How about generational knowledge gaps in not just stewarding bees but the whole subsistence lifestyle?  Our percentage of population living in cities, some 70%, I read somewhere, are at the mercy of those who control their food production.  They also have all the choice and power to break this.  More local, sustainable alternatives are blooming everyday.  What you choose to eat is the most important vote you will ever cast.  So much of our food is now imported that if Venezuela were to subsidize farms in Mexico and put up a US embargo, WE would be the illegals crossing the border looking for food.  No survey of statistics can assess how quickly the United States is becoming forfeit.  This is a problem! 
Land
The land is controlled by big government.  Government is controlled by agrichemical companies – spreading ubiquitous, unchecked neonicotinoids – scaring farmers AND HOMEOWNERS into using/misusing (if you ask me USING these is MISUSING) imidacloprid (IMD) and other systemics in products like Gaucho, Assail, and Merit - section 18 chemicals unregulated by the EPA, shown in French studies to compromise the nervous system of honey bees but used in the US anyway!  Now more popular than Round Up.  The role of these pesticides in CCD cases is one of the largest debates today in the bee industry and is excellently summed up in A Spring Without Bees by Michael Schacker.  Stop the spraying.  PLEASE.
What’s going on here?  Corn corn corn.  A lack of forage.  Just corn.  Corny.  It’s all that most farmers think about these days.  In 2008 the USDA released the info that by 2012 the US will be importing 40% of its produce, mostly from China.  This is the USDA talking, not some radical environmental group.  This is the way it is, not the country’s “plan.”  Likely the country is already a net food importer.  It doesn’t sound like we are building an infrastructure resilient to the energy problems we all foresee.   

  
Bees receive poor nutrition from monoculture farming, so poor they cannot survive in intensive agricultural areas and are shipped across the country for pollination, to receive multiple incomplete, toxic feedings and later experience a collapse after several malnourished generations.  Corn, blueberries, and sunflowers provide little nutrition for bees.  Almond nectar is slightly toxic.  Orange blossom nectar is full of IMD.  There are not many areas where bees are safe anymore.  
The Bees
Oversized Comb

Like farmers who think control increases success, beekeepers have taken strides to increase profits.  An “advance,” with unforeseen and still unacknowledged consequences, was the oversizing of the bees.  Dee and Ed Lusby in Arizona were the first (and only) to question the cell size in the mid 80s as varroa began putting beekeepers out of business.  The Lusby’s are the only commercial beekeepers who never medicated their hives (and still have bees today).  I learned from Dee and my own observations that bees, when shook from “standard” beehive comb into an empty box with no hexagon-ridged foundations, will build a slightly smaller size wax cell than they had been forced to live on previously.  Once a generation of bees hatches from that smaller sized comb and is shook again into an empty box, they construct an even smaller cell for their broodnest core.  By allowing each generation of bees to draw all their own comb at once, the diameter of the cells in the core brood area shrinks and seems to stabilize after 6 to 7 generations at a much smaller size than the ubiquitous industry standard.  The natural cell size seems dependent on genetics, elevation, latitude, and time of year.  Once this optimal cell size is reached, the bees are able to keep varroa mites below life-threatening levels and secondary diseases do not find a foothold.  More so, I’ve witnessed an incredible boost in the hive’s morale and vigor, a growth rate incomparable to large cell hives.  Today, smaller sized (4.9 mm) foundation is available from bee supply companies, as well as intermediary steps (5.1 mm), so often the regression from 5.4 mm bees can be completed in two actions of having the bees draw all new combs.  This is still difficult to complete in a single year, impossible up north.  An all-plastic fully drawn smaller cell comb, with plastic cell walls, called Honey Super Cell can “instantly” downsize the bees.  Once a generation of smaller bees hatches, this plastic can be removed and the bees allowed to draw wax again.  (They hate plastic.)  I’ve heard many have had success with this product. Caught swarms are already on their way and are not at an advantage by being forced onto established comb.  The small cell camp figures, at the time of varroa mite introduction, most wild hives were first generation swarms from domestic hives and not fully regressed to a natural cell size.  Thus we saw most feral hives disappear when varroa came.  They are slowly coming back, as resistant genetics are allowing each swarm to “relearn” its natural state.  

In 2007, when the oldest intact beehives (3000 years old) were exhumed in Israel and still had comb in them, what was the cell size?  Did anyone look at the cell size in eastern Russia when the USDA discovered that the honey bees there were thriving in the presence of varroa?  Of course the imported Russian queens were introduced right onto 5.4 mm comb.    

Smaller cell beekeeping will not solve all your problems.  I do not believe that any hive can go through an entire season of uninterrupted brood rearing (what the books recommend by suppressing swarming for the bumper honey crop) and be healthy going into winter.  Studies have argued that smaller comb does not reduce mite counts, but this kind of beekeeping is not about getting lower mite counts or eradicating the “enemy” but a means of alleviating stress on bees during a period of healing.  This is a more holistic beekeeping.  As my bees became stable on smaller size comb, my life changed.  Suddenly one frame of brood hatched out many more bees than I expected and sooner.  Queens laid better patterns and faster.  The bees were more hygienic.  The hives seemed inspired in a way I had never seen in my years of commercial beekeeping.  After years of struggle, death, and darkness in the bee industry, now I don’t worry about anything anymore.  Most of the bees survive.  I wouldn’t ask for more than that.  But wow… who knew?
Overused comb

Beekeepers take pride in their established (oversized) brood comb.  When not housing bees, it is kept in large warehouses and gassed  to control wax moth and hive beetles.  It seems counterintuitive to bee biology; the bees always prefer to raise brood on new combs – yet in modern beekeeping it is the honey super combs kept new and brood combs reused.  The moths are telling us something.  The moths specifically love old comb, being the bees’ best allies in cleaning up the diseased and chemical-ridden combs.  When Tim McFarline and I cut a wild hive out of a farmhouse in upstate NY, we knew it had been there every year for 20 years.  Now the house was sold and the hive had to be removed.  We built scaffolding.  We started cutting.  We were nervous, it being the first removal for both of us, but soon we say the bees were completely mellow and we didn’t need veils.  We kept the sawzaw ripping.  The hive was between two studs, and we cut four feet down… 6 feet…
“It’s pretty big!”

“Just keep going!”  The homeowner shouted from the ground.  We exposed 11 feet of comb.  More than half occupied by the booming hive.  We had expected dark nasty comb, so we were puzzled when what we uncovered was all beautiful comb, none older than 3 years.  We didn’t understand how… then we saw the wax moth scars on the wood and realized the moths were eating the old areas of comb as the bees relocated their brood area over time.  A sweet symbiosis.  Some study (Tom Seeley @ Cornell?) said somewhere that a wild hive will only occupy comb for about 5 years, then abscond.  The moths move in, clean house, and then a new swarm will move in.  Good buddies, those moths.  And what a life!  When I die, I hope to come back as a Wax Moth.  
More of our friends:  Mites, pests, fungi, bacterium  
They spread like wildfire in the temporal glut of bees California harbors in the almonds.  Parasites are often blamed as the problem rather than a deeper cause of an already compromised immunity.  The industry takes a “nuc the enemy” approach with poisons leaving sub lethal residuals to cause microbial imbalances while simultaneously strengthening the mite genetic makeup.  There is no trust in the bees’ ability to cope, so no balance is allowed to evolve.  There is no “enemy” in nature.  Even hive beetles are here to teach us something.  I’m thinking every day about what that could possibly be.  
Lack of genetic diversity 
For decades now bees have experienced an accelerated death rate.  Through institutional, well-subsidized breeding programs, the beekeeping industry has demanded “better bees.”  Artificial queen raising over the past 120 years has selected from the “best” – the queens that take risks to make brood before the honey flow who would starve the following year when said honey flow never arrives.  These days, commercial beekeepers need bees that brood all the time so they can be split, just to replace the hives killed by the other stressors.  The result is queens that lay eggs all the time to grow hives that can be constantly, artificially reproduced.  These hives will crash without constant artificial stimulation – corn syrup for carbs and soy flour for protein – and chemical treatments.  Welfare bees.  Sinking sinking ever more. 

The overwhelming majority of bee breeding occurs in the southern states, California, or Hawaii, where late and early seasonal honey flows and warmer temps allow more time for queen mating, hive growth, and fixing screw-ups.  The queen bees in this country come from perhaps a dozen large queen producing companies, who all exchange their genetic information in a pool of about 500 breeder queens, and we have about 75% of the RNA alleles, signifying the genetic diversity, in today’s bees compared to the days before migratory pollination – Steve Sheppard’s work at Washington State.  These production-line sister queens are then distributed everywhere to hobbyist or commercial beekeepers who re-queen all their hives, local feral hives breed with them and then that local gene pool is compromised.  Decades of this practice has lead to a terrifyingly shallow gene pool. 

Today, breeding bees is big business.  Artificial insemination of virgin queen bees, under microscope, with semen from select drones, is the most popular method of a totally controlled mating, to augment research of testing for things like hygienic behavior or resistance to certain diseases.  These tests are industry funded for select interests- what the researchers believe will help the gene pool thrive in the commercial environment.  With the infinite variables of the hive, how can we acknowledge any set standards?  Results are impossible to always repeat with bees.  What works in California is not the best option in the northeast.  Researchers such as Sue Colby cry out the need to provide new, different genetics to help the commercial outfits, but the bloodlines she develops just become mass produced through Glenn Apiaries and Kona Queens.   Remember, COMMERCIAL BEEKEEPERS ARE NOT THE ENEMY.  The enable our food production!  

All beekeepers have a choice in where they obtain their queens.  All the beekeeping books say to buy a new queen for every hive, early every year to keep the old hive “vigorous” and to push earlier splits to make surplus that same year.  (“They make the honey, we make the money.”)  What you do is your choice.  We must act on the patterns we see in our own circumstances.  I don’t see how “entomological rape” can be justified, especially as I and others have observed that the methods are more at fault for hive mortality rather than not having the “super bees” derived from a lab.  I have one requirement for the Anarchy Anti-breeding program: survival.    
RESISTANCE
Don’t entertain feelings of panic/chaos, cause then the bookkeepers of profit-driven methods and the established, select-interest experts will gamble with, steal, and redefine your identity.  Hurry and worry sound the same and mean the same thing.  Take it to a little lower layer: the Revolution is overdue and the late fees are self-replicating.  Are you happy?  Bitter?  In the past few generations we have lost nearly all semblance of living off our cooperative land, the ability to find joy in what we already have, and the courage to slow down, appreciate, aid the natural cycles.  It’s OK.  Rather than the competitive isolation and egoism that drives our capitalist system, we must now reapply ourselves to stirring up diversity, growing community, and streamlining energy.  Resentment is like taking poison and expecting the other person to die.
Pointing the finger never helps dig up and boil the problem, be it among our families, circles of friends, or our governmental relations and how we think our justice system works.  Activism must not be based on saying other people are wrong.  Damning a small manifestation of the ills brought about by our social system does not create change.  Change is positive and resets things to let them grow.  It starts immediately… wait, it has already started. 

No one wants to see bees die, especially those that rely on them for their livelihood.  Migratory pollinators, queen breeders, honey packers, researchers, and others that make their living from bees are taking incredible steps to keep hives alive in a system of land management that poisons and malnourishes our bees.  Because of the diligent work and innovative methods in the beekeeping industry, we still have food on our tables in this country.  But it is too much for us, the bees, and the atmosphere.  

The beekeeping industry is folding before our eyes, starting long before CCD came into the picture.  You can talk to me to hear about where all my opinions come from, but I say CCD symptoms are and always were common to some degree in every commercial beekeeping outfit.  In all the recent CCD discussion, it is not often mentioned that honey bees were failing before Dave Hackenburg’s first report.  Why else would the USDA lift the 1922 ban on importing foreign bees and allow Australian packages to enter California almond pollination in 2005, years before the CCD cry?  These days we are outsourcing most of our food supply AND NOW our pollination for what food we do grow.  Not good for the local team.  Beekeepers are treehuggers.  Stop denying it.  We all learn lessons.  Better to not cut down the basswood trees to build your bee boxes.  Better to not mow the lawn.  We all want to stop the spraying inside and outside the hives.  
Make it happen.      
The Top Bar Hive
It’s legal.  For one thing.  Once your state’s bee rules are tossed (and why not before?), consider swarms in bee gums, skeps, and old televisions.  Why?  Because bees are wild.  

Back in the day of rest before labor, no action or material was wasted.  There wasn’t a lot to waste.  We can be more in touch with where we live, who lives there, and what everyone is foraging on.  Ask Aristotle about it.  It becomes easy to let go, and challenging to see the scope of what must be done.
Keeping top bar hives, and everything I strive for, is about the irreducible minimum.  The system goes against the grain of an industry burdened with inventions.  Beekeepers are certainly a creative lot, but creativity also lies in the poetry of simplicity and appreciating functionality.  Rather than solutions depending on action, think of restarting and NOT doing this, CULLING out this unnecessary step.  Slow down, don’t expect so much, interfere less, and problems that arise will most likely take care of themselves with time.  A honey flow is just around the corner.  The bees will teach you to slow down in all you do.  Our mental calamity is one of this Age of Alienation’s greatest achievements.     

When people ask how to get into bees, I say, “Don’t buy anything.”  After I brought hives to almonds, I had to spend all the money or else the government would get a chunk back and use it to build nuclear weapons.  So after I took a business expense trip to see queen breeders in Hawaii, I bought every bee gadget and gizmo in every catalogue.  I guess I had to do that to learn that I didn’t need a single one, and to see that bringing bees to almonds is a nightmare.  Don’t buy anything.  Are we getting “radical” yet?

Note top bar hive management:
· You don’t need money.  Get some scrap lumber, some screws, borrow a screwdriver, put up a bait hive, and spend your days in the sun looking for a swarm.  You don’t need a college degree in woodworking and can even make a hive out straw, reeds, bark, clay, dung, or cob.

· No need for protective gear.  (Though it’s not a bad idea. If you want to avoid stings, do not keep bees. I generally never wear a veil with my 200 hives. But I get stung.  Stings are rare once you learn how to move like fluid. The bees are excellent teachers, and each sting is a blessing.) 

· No bee smoker (a smudge works just as well).  Bees allowed to build their own comb are a more cohesive family, less stressed, and calmer.  The method of going one bar at a time causes little disturbance. 

· No hive tool (a knife, sharp antler or pointy rock is fine) 

· No extractor (a waste of time, finances, and energy) 

· No chemical miticides, no antibiotics (forget about it), no botanical or mechanical mite treatments of any kind whatsoever.  Let the bees work it out.  

· No constant artificial sugar/protein feed.  (Especially when first starting, bees benefit from feed, but this is your choice.  In some locations the bees might need carbohydrates in a dearth to prevent starvation.  Almost every part of this country can support honey bees once they “learn” the ebb and flow.  When you get your first crop of honey, save some combs for emergencies.  Sometimes a hive is not harvested from for years.  And sometimes hives die.)
· No queen excluders, no slatted wracks, no screened bottoms, frame grippers, grafting tools, yada yada. 
· No purchasing queens from foreign sources.
· No storage facility.  No storage means no trouble with wax moths, hive beetles, rodents, and no transmitting foulbrood or possibly nosema cerana and “CCD” next year. 

· No strong back needed. No heavy boxes to lift.  The broodnest is easily inspected at any time of year (great for constant inspections during queen rearing).  At 80 years old and still tough as porcupine quills, at our first local B.A.N.D. meeting, Anne Frey thanked me, for now she could keep bees again without the heavy boxes. 

· You don’t need neighbors who love bees like you do. It looks like a nice planter, not those towering harbingers of pain our society has been trained to fear. This is an ideal hive for any backyard or rooftop. 

· No need for land of your own.  Farmers love bees, and there still are some farms out there to explore.  In fact, all folks love bees these days.  Some just might not know it yet.  Get out there and show them the buzz!
What we commercial beekeepers do is pay rent honey.  In fact, it’s the only rent I pay anywhere.  Works well.  I pay maybe around 20 pounds per bee yard, more or less in good or poor years.  Some places were the bees also pollinate apples, pumpkins, and blueberries we call it even, but I don’t move bees for pollination anymore or charge anything for it.  Delivering the rent honey is always a big event.  Another year gone by.  A lot of passing and waving but not catching up till now.  The changing of seasons.

When I kept bees in Vermont, we also had about 400 hives in St. Lawrence County, NY, by Potsdam and the Canadian Border.  I would go camp out with the bees in NY and makes splits, or super, or pull honey.  When pulling honey, especially in the fall, the bees would wake you up:  they start to rob back yesterday's honey harvest, tarped over on the bee truck.  At 6:30 AM, the truck needs to move, or you start losing pounds per minute as the sky blackens with bees.  Get moving!  Then all day: get to the next bee yard, park in the shade, and you only have so long to get all the honey off till a cloud of ravenous bees starts taking it all back.

But I was talking about rent honey: while we harvested honey from the bees, we usually wore just a hood and no shirt.  Any stings you got you could remove easier- you didn’t carry around as much alarm pheromone.  The days were warm and the bees were gentle.  This one day I was gathering honey and delivering the rent honey at the same time.

This was Amish country.  While we worked the bees in some yards more horses and buggies would pass by than cars.  The Amish loved the bees, and I spent hours talking with them.  They always wanted to take some bees with them right then and there.  Many were beekeepers themselves.
I was supposed to deliver two small buckets to an Amish farm, while in between harvesting from the bee yards.  The harvest is a struggle to get bees out of the boxes – nasty smelling fume boards are used – and there are always lots of bees brought along for the ride.  I parked in the shade far from the house, (that’s just polite beekeeping when ferrying around flying, stinging insects).  I grabbed the buckets and started running towards the door.  Follow map, get honey there, and keep moving.  The bees were following me, I knew it.
And then I look up to see two young Amish girls on the porch, their jaws dropped.  They run inside.  I’m in shock myself, at my own stupidity- charging an Amish homestead with no shirt, bearing bee tattoos, funny smell, slinging buckets and covered in red welted stings.  I am very sorry toward that family.  I left them their honey and got out of there as fast as I could.  I’ll never forget the look on their faces.             

THE TOP BAR HIVE!

Parts and functions, Dimensions

Really, in designing a top bar hive, the only dimension you need to know is 1.25”.  This is the width of the top bars, the width of a comb plus a bee space of a smaller cell brood nest core.  Periphery combs and honey storage area combs are often wider.  So far my experience has been that bees usually stay on 10 to 15 bars and then start to draw wider and more curved combs for honey storage – at this point you can use spacer strips, wider bars, or just leave a gap for the bees to fill with propolis you can harvest later.
INTERNAL DIMENSIONS (approximate with rough cut lumber)
Width at top (accommodates a Langstroth top bar): 18.25”
Width at bottom: 8.25”
Angle of sides: 120 degrees, gap left at bottom of board makes the side 10.5"
Height: 9"
The box is 3 feet long, for convenience. 4 feet would give them even more room. 
Simple.  Three 3 foot long boards, assembled around a jig to keep the bottom dimension tight, and using the top bar’s four popsicle sticks to space the top dimensions correctly when attaching the end boards.  If you get 6 foot rough cut  1 x 10s to start with, the hive box is made with about 7 cuts with a skill or jig saw and fourteen 2.5” screws – 4 on each end board, 6 on the bottom.  The top bars require a table saw to be done efficiently – that is, if you want to even use top bars.  If you’ve got some time to spare, you can construct everything out of fragmites reeds, clay, cordage, and sticks.  Or come on, dude- just find a hollow log.
The top bars

1.25” wide.  20 inches long, with a shallow groove cut down the middle that exposes about half a regular popsicle stick as an edge to start the comb.  My first experiments with a comb guide involved dipping yarn in beeswax and centering it on the bars.  A week later I came back to see what had happened.  Well, the bees chewed off all the wax, chewed up the yarn, spat it out the front of the hive, then proceeded to start each comb on the edge of each bar, perfectly uninspectable without tearing the combs apart.  But I would lift up the four bars at once.  The four little combs were so beautiful.  And the bees were so happy.  Just beautiful!  Suddenly I understood.  

Since the popsicle (tm) sticks problems have been minimal.  Wow, that last sentence sounds ridiculous, but really true to life.  I’ve built hives out of cardboard, duck tape, and popsicle sticks.  Bees are into it. 
Divider boards

These are meant to be tight to the sides and bottom of the box, though rough cut lumber presents a challenge to those of us whose basic carpentry skills were in no way improved by a renowned studio arts program at a small Hudson Valley college, which I’m still paying for in more ways that just financially.  Bees are forgiving of poor carpentry and art degrees, using their propolis to seal gaps as they see fit.  Gaps created by the angled sides of the box serve as four bottom entrances the bees use for ventilation and to pack out debris.  These entrances are protected from even deep snow and ice, and ideally are too small to allow mice in.  MAKE SURE THEY ARE.  These are the hives only entrances until it begins to expand, at which point a divider or bar is offset to create a slight top entrance.  You just get eh hunch when the bees need some more air.  Have extra divider boards that fit each box, as with a little time you might have a nuc growing on each side.   

Spacer strips  
Use a 3/16 to ¼ inch strip adjacent to the divider boards to prevent the bees from attaching the first and last combs.  These spacer strips also can be used to space out bars in the honey storage area when the combs start getting fat.  At this point, it is also time to start shuffling empty bars into the honey area, as I might explain later in summer management if I don’t forget.  
Cover

Keep the wood protected from the rain and sun.  Position a 2x4+ sheet of masonite so the hive gets more early light from the east and less from the afternoon sun.  When days get into the 80s, place some bars under the cover to allow air flow - keep the bars of comb from heating too much.  But really, the more sun the actual box can get the better.  Bees thrive in heat.
The Beekeeping Year

SPRING
Spring is the most important time, like breakfast.  The tiniest tweak now has huge repercussions later.  The northeast is a different world from southern beekeeping.  Down south, the long spring allows early splits to build enough to take advantage of the following honey flows.  As the bees would do it in the northern shorter season, splits are best made later to over winter as smaller hives, and overwintered parent hives left stronger to make honey.  While southern bees will swarm throughout the year, northern bees typically attempt to divide just once.  Several recent cold winters in the south, and poor honey flows in the north, have all bee outfits scrambling to make ends meet these days.  Do you want to dramatically increase your chance of success?  Keep more than one hive.   

A new hive –

Like I said, it’s better to start from scratch.  Any drawn comb you inherit is better melted down into candles due to excessive larval casing, potential disease, fungus, pesticide and miticide buildup, and oversized cells.  When bees build combs naturally, in tune with gravity in their permanent home, the stress of the hive seems greatly reduced.  As my yakking ranges over some basics, to gear, to methods, to grappling with it all, remember that how you keep hives is dictated by the number you keep, and how well your bees cope is a matter of location location location.
What bees need:

Clean air
Clean water
Clean food
Clean home

You have an ephemeral setup of the latter, but that is all.  A nice, long visit to your neighbors, and your neighbors’ neighbors, and finally a word to just who has the final say over the whole thing (I hear they are in Washington D.C.)  will find out just what’s going on for a moment, and then that moment has passed.  Glance at their book shelf while you are there.  Hey!
Basic bee health, anatomy, behaviors, life cycle

Hey, you can find out a lot of the basic information elsewhere, as great strides in bee knowledge are being made every day.  I’m not gonna start mouthing off about abdomens, thoraxes, the proboscis and the circulation of hemolymph.  Read another book.  Information (and this accosting sense of how to act on it) is growing exponentially.  Seems the more we learn, the more we’ve realized we’ve screwed up, but we keep screwing up in trying to stop screwing up.  We have just recently mapped the bee genome: the most alarming reported discovery being that bees have an incredibly simple immune system, as compared to fruit flies and mosquitoes.  Almost like NO immune system.  As promoted by Marla Spivak, the defense the bees do have is the mechanical appropriation of plant biology – the brewing of propolis.  (Greek: “Before the city,” propolis is bee glue made from tree sap and bud resins, beeswax, and some other stuff that isn’t well understood.  It is one of the most antimicrobial, antiviral substances found in nature, and suspected as part of the varnish of the Stradivarius violin, thus why violins are red.)  Langstroth beekeepers fight the propolis sticking everything together – frame to frame, frame to side, frame to frame rest, box to box, lid to box, etc., etc.  Propolis is what keeps the hive healthy, though breeding programs for a century have selected against propolis production.  Breeding bees has just screwed them up.  We keep doing it.  Demanding “better bees.”  What next? 
Know some basics: Recognize the difference between capped honey, open nectar, bee bread (stored, fermented pollen), open brood (larvae), capped brood (pupae), drone brood (large bumpy brood), and eggs (from a queen OR a laying worker).  We figure it takes one cell of honey, one cell of bee bread, and one cell of water to make one bee.  Bees need a lot of water.  What are your bees drinking?    

One queen (usually) in a hive: the one fertile female among the infertile workers.  The queen is who she is because she is fed royal jelly, as opposed to honey and bee bread.  From egg to emerging virgin queen is about 16 days.  She mates about a week after emerging from the queen cell and lives for years.  She mates in flight with maybe 20+ drones, returns to her hive, and begins to lay eggs the next day.  She will never fly again unless the hive swarms, usually in her second year.  When the hive reaches a large population, the worker bees will limit her diet and “exercise” her around the hive so she slims down for flight.  Then she is off towards a new home with about half the bees, leaving behind capped brood and several swarm cells.  The new virgin queen emerges and the process repeats.  The hive will renew, emanate, and move.  The hive is eternal.  The old queen leaves with an emanation, a younger “soul,” while the old original “soul” gets a new mama.  These rubber-souled bees are wise and show incredible vigor.
Bee eggs hatch into larvae after about 3.5 to 4 days, so if you see eggs you know your queen is present, or at least was there recently.  After about 3 days of rapid growth, the larvae are capped with wax and become pupae.  Two weeks later (about 21 days from egg laying) a worker bee emerges.  Bees from smaller cells seem to emerge earlier, and a lot depends on temperature.

The worker bee:  Basically age determines function, though bees will change duties as the hive requires.

House bees – scrub scrub scrub.  Bite a mite.
Nurse bees – caring and producing royal jelly for feeding larvae and the queen 

Wax bees – build it!

Guard bees – middle-aged bees move to the periphery of the brood nest and start orientation flights and defense mode, including duties policing hive beetles.  
Field bees – at 18-20 days emerged, bees focus outside on pollen and nectar.  Do a little dance, make a little love, fan nectar tonight!
Dead bees – so much work takes its toll by 5 or 6 weeks.  Wintering bees who don’t forage will live for months.  Hives that swarm, their biological role fulfilled, don’t push to make more honey and thus also live longer.  The hive lives on, only because everyone is doing the job for the good of the whole.
Drones – male bees got it different- typically emerge at about 23 days.  The longer pupation and larger cell make them a favorite for varroa mite breeding grounds.  In a self-designed brood nest, the bees build drone comb in little patches where they please, and use the drones as a catch for varroa.  House bees remove infected and parasitized brood, and drone brood in the center of the nest is carefully monitored.  I’ve seen bees remove up to 80% of the drones (and mites) before they emerge.  (That’s just a random number I use to sound convincing.)  It’s clear that the drones at all cycle of life have high function in the hive.  The books say get rid of them.  The bees say have more of them.  When the bees get what they really want, they are healthier.  Long live the drone.

Current methods limit the amount of drone comb in the hive while the bees crave to replace it.  Then beekeepers wonder why they don’t draw out foundation correctly.  Certain breeds of bee make more or less drones earlier or later in the season.  Often I wonder if bees make so much drone brood because of human history of eating it for its protein – in every bee culture but ours.  (Just put it in a smoothie.)  In our current apiculture the drones are chastised as lazy and listless, making them the most misunderstood members of the hive.  Swarming is suppressed, so unnaturally strong hives go on to use their resources to raise large numbers of drones.  The drones make no honey, perform no hive functions other than perhaps body heat, have no stingers, and generally do not even feed themselves.  They sit around and wait to get lucky.  Which kills them.  In the fall, they are all kicked out of the hive and starved.  Which kills them.  Then next spring the worker bees stop at nothing to raise healthy drones.  They cherish them.  So do I- the most humorous sights are drones crash landing or so drunk on honey they fall off the combs.  “Bumbling.”  
Establishing a bee yard 
Location for your hives – FULL SUN!  Very important.  Bees want the brood nest at 92 degrees, so warm spots allow more bees to forage.  A good location has ample forage throughout the warm season.  Something in this order, the bees of the Hudson Valley might see pollen and nectar from oak, maple, willow, dandelion, fruit trees, buttercup, locust, vetch, trefoil, clover, basswood, milkweed, sumac, knapweed, purple loosestrife, daisies, goldenrod, Japanese knotweed, asters…  The bees will forage for maybe 6 miles in any direction to get it (though mostly within one to two miles), so your little front lawn isn’t going to hold their interest for long.  Bees in the suburbs do well as everyone irrigates their clover.  As far as I’ve seen, bees in the cities can certainly find enough resources, but monitor them with caution to be sure the bees are finding enough nourishment.  You will get to know your area and the ups and downs of the honey flow.  There should be SAFE WATER available close by.  Give your hives distance from each other, though close enough to carry combs in between if it becomes necessary.  Hives aligned in straight rows often exhibit drifting – returning foragers don’t make it all the way home and join the hives at one end of the row while the other end weakens, sometimes to the point of collapse.  Drifting is natural- the hives share teammates.   Think of windbreaks around the yard and to the north in general.  Bee calm.  Think about your bee yard as an inter-species organism and a sacred place.  The hives will come and go.
Lions and Tigers and Bears, buzz off  

I was one week on the job on the Flathead Reservation in Montana when I arrived in the morning to my boss standing outside the honey house.  “Follow me and you’ll see something.”

I followed him behind the honey house, where two tribal agents and a US government trapper were standing in uniform with rifles, looking across the creek at a big black bear.  I had never seen a bear before.  This one, the big dusty animal which had been disturbing the beehives each night, was now snared on its back foot, and had cleared out a ten foot radius of all trees and vegetation.  
I watched them shoot that bear.  Two bullets killed him.  I was 22 and new on the job, new to Montana and the west.  I said nothing and showed no emotion.  Nothing I could have done to stop it.  We rolled him on a pallet, picked it up with forklift over to the honey scales.  He weighed 462 pounds and was probably 9 or 10 years old. 

We brought the bees to pollinate the cherry orchards around Flathead Lake.  These were small, 5 or 10 acres orchards mostly run as agricultural tax exemptions.  But those cherries around the misty lake are famous, and they need pollination.  Cherry nectar drives bees wild- not by means of quantity of stores, but it just excites them.  The bees needed to be there for about two weeks.  The drops were a pallet here, a pallet there, and no one wants to hammer the posts for a bear fence around one pallet of bees for such a short time.  So what the growers had done in build stands – a platform 10 feet high stop a 10” pipe.  We centered up the forklifts and raised pallet after pallet of bees up to their temporal perch.  Until I watch my compadre Elton Franklin set the perfect placement.  It was so beautiful, the sun just rising on the giant lake.  The trout yawning.  The bears still sleepy and the bees safe high above their dreaming heads.  Until… Elton eased the forklift back.  And then a creak, and then a teeter… and then the platform, pallet, and four triple deep beehives came crashing down.  Boxes smashed bees pouring onto the ground.  Dawn breaking.  Elton was in the forklift, and I knew he wasn’t gonna budge from his seat.  He wasn’t saying a word.  In fact, he was smiling.  My turn to clean up.  And that’s what makes fun nights of beekeeping; the high venom doses that precede an excellent night’s sleep.    


With a little time, I understood where I was.  Some days I had nothing else to do and would drive up the canyons looking for bears.  And without fail I would see 5 or 6 bears coming down different draws.  I watched several more bears shot and go to the food bank on the Flathead Res.  I built a lot of electric fences.  I moved bee yards when reports of grizzlies in the area came in.  I saw plenty of fences thrashed and dug under, and beehives wrecked.  I still love bears.  I loved knowing a grizzly lived a few hundred yards from my cabin.  When we walked around, we took pepper spray or a gun.  This was a lot different than Camden, New Jersey, though I guess not all that different. 
BEARS.  This is a serious issue – as you might not consider it before it is too late.  In my observations of large bee yards, a black bear will tip and eat a bit of one or two hives in a night and return each consecutive night to keep feeding on more hives as appetite demands.  A grizzly will destroy every hive and bury some supers just for the fun of it.  This is in early spring or late fall.  Bottom line: if you have seen bears in your neighborhood, set your hive on a warehouse pallet and STRAP IT DOWN with 2 ratchet straps.  An electric fence is also a good option.  In a top bar hive or frames with pure wax foundation, bear attacks will annihilate the comb.  Plastic stands up better – but bees die when left on plastic so it’s all up to you.


This past spring, Khara Matcham, a great beekeeping friend, was visiting from California and helped drive a load of bees up the east coast.  We were going through the hives for a few days, when I got a call.  I had my first bear attack on my own bees in New York, which I knew was just a matter of time.  The bee yard was a good location, getting knapweed up in the hills, and a great landowner, Ross, called me that morning.  A turkey hunter had been by in the early morning and called about upturned hives.  We got there to find five hives tipped out of the fifteen, three of which were gone through pretty well- unwired comb does not fare well with bear attacks.  

So there was a decision to make: to move the bees (the last resort), or spend the money and build an electric fence with charger that would have to be mowed and maintained, or to ratchet-strap the hives down to warehouse pallets- then it takes a BIG bear to be able to flip the whole pallet with bees- which of course has been done.  I’ve run into some big bears that could do it, but they’ve always been pretty frightened of me- even some mothers with cubs.  The few grizzlies I’ve run into – like the one in my back yard up Jocko canyon – have also payed me no mind.  So of course, on this particular early June afternoon in New York, I decided the best defense until more long-term plans were enabled was to camp out and wait for the bear that night, get some straps and pallets tomorrow.


I laid down next to the hive that was the most thrashed – a beautiful, strong overwintered Russian top bar hive – now with more than half of the combs propped up and spaced with support sticks in mostly vain attempts at reconciliation.  The queen was ok.  Khara bedded down a few hives over, and she eyed the few rocks I had gathered to throw at the bear.


“I’ve done this before.”  And I had, in Vermont, though never had time to throw anything when the bear came and left immediately.  I can’t say I ever camped out next to bees with griz in the area, though I packed plenty of honey through griz country. 


You don’t sleep when you are waiting for a bear.  It was a nice, still night too cold yet for mosquitoes.  Spring work with the bees often curtails sleep anyway- moving hives and building boxes through the night to catch up.  Driving around from spot to spot in the day and getting stung.  It’s really enjoyable.  And this night, as well, I was having fun.  
Sure enough, about midnight I heard the hive starting to buzz, louder and louder.  Bees have an intense sense of smell.  I sat up and said, “The bear is coming.”


“What do we do?!”  Khara wasn’t having as much fun as me.


“We wait.”  And yes, about 5 minutes later we hear the bear start to come through the woods.  I knew it was heading right for me, for another snack.  The bees were getting upset, but I thought they might know I was here too, ready to defend them.  The bear was coming in.  100 feet.  It was hungry.  50 feet.  And then 30 feet, I turned the light on.  His eyes glimmered green and he stood up.  Not a big black bear, maybe 200 pounds.  But he snorted his disapproval of my presence, especially when I stood up and started shouting.  He scoffed and ran.  I chased, in my underwear.  


“Come on, bear, GET SOME!”  I yelled and threw rocks with no chance of hitting him; he was well ahead of me running through the woods in the dark.  I stopped and stood for a moment in the quiet.  I felt wide awake and regrouped back by the bees to assure Khara that everything would be alright.  I turned off the headlamp and had just begun to wonder what would happen next when I heard the scrape of claws on the side of pickup truck, about 100 feet away, and I had to stake out my bees’ territory once again.  Only this time, as I walked towards the sounds, the light revealed TWO bears trying to get at the honey combs in my bee truck.  Well!  What’s one more bear?  I thought.  And they looked at me.  They heard my thoughts.  


As I stood up, I swung the flashlight around, and to my surprise, at the other end of the bee yard, was a mother bear and two cubs.  I guess they were drawn in by all the commotion.  And now what’s that behind me?  I looked.  I stopped dead.  
I was now surrounded by seven bears…
Bee gear review
Smoker / smudge – the most effective tool we have in working with bees is smoke, to urge bees to move around or for when the bee hive tips over due to a bear or upset by the clumsy beekeeper.  With some experiences, new beekeepers will learn how much is too much or too little.  The overuse of smoke can be detrimental, curtail foraging, and make the queen run around.  It can also calm the hives at their crankiest moments and avoid harsh feelings for all parties.  A bee will be trying to sting me, I will send a puff of smoke her way and she will forget what she is doing, return to her hive, and start chowing down on nectar – so she will be full if the hive needs to leave if really on fire.  Full bees are very docile and will be quicker to adapt in a new split or to a new queen.  While young bees are quiet calm and just curious, older bees are more apt to sting.  When the honey flow is on and summer is rolling, smoke is often not needed at all.  As you become like fluid, you will use less smoke on the bees.  Let the bees smell you.  When hives are small smoke is almost never needed.  Also: DON”T START A FOREST FIRE. 

I made a bee smoker out of a beer can once, and brought it to our Beekeepers Association of Northern Dutchess (B.A.N.D.) meeting, and a member responded, “Oh yeah, I’ve been to those kinds of parties too.”   

Veil – not a bad idea to have one.  I have a full suit if I find bear damaged hives or am called about some “angry bees” which always turn out to be yellow jackets rampaging because somebody sprayed them.  Visitors to your apiary might want to wear veils.  It’s all fun and games till someone gets stung in the face.  I make a point of working all my hives consistently without a veil.  With less protection, less barriers, I am more in touch with what is going on.  It’s just a bee sting, people.
Epipen, Benadryl – have them if you plan on showing your hive to others with possible allergies (assuming you yourself are not allergic like every 1 in 10,000 of us).  YOU WILL GET STUNG.  Eventually.  Maybe a lot.  You might get your visitors stung, too.  As Winnie the Pooh said, “You never can tell with bees.”  The first lesson learned is to not drop the combs or box when you get stung.  You will need to overcome your apprehensions with it.  The bees accept us as we accept them.  You certainly can avoid the stings, though you are missing out on one of the exhilarating aspects of knowing bees.  If you are never stung, the honey won’t taste as sweet.  The medicinal benefits of bee venom are well documented, though generally shushed by a giant chemical medicine industry.  They don’t want us to know we can heal ourselves without them.  I recommend bee stings (accidental or premeditated) at least once a week.  With a few stings over a few weeks, most people’s reactions will abate.  Immediately applying mashed up plantain or burdock leaves helps with the swelling and itching.  A drop of honey helps.  Then, of course, there is applying the anti-venom found in the saliva of an established beekeeper.  Once stings are no longer an issue, they become the most humorous moments of the day.      

Note on bee sting therapy – 

Charlie Mraz was a legendary northeast beekeeper, and his legacy continues - in the Champlain Valley for his beekeeping skill, and throughout the world – for his passion for and promotion of apitherapy.  Bee venom is incredibly healing.  Google it.  Curing multiple-sclerosis and arthritis, limiting immune deficiency disorders, an obvious cancer preventative, and general immune system booster.  You will sleep really well with a few stings to the neck.  All this from a little venom in the blood.  Bee sting therapy predates Chinese Acupuncture -excellent points to self-dose.  A venom program will in turn guide you to eating better and feeling revitalized.   

Feeder –Some bee groups I know of say to start with two hives.  One to thrive and one to kill.  It doesn’t have to be so guttural, but eventually you will see a hive die, and often it is the result of some earlier interference by the beekeeper.  Often it is the result of southern commercial genetics relocated to a northern state – the bees make too much brood late in the season.  Many people don’t want to feed the bees, but UNDERSTAND that when you get new bees, in a package or nuc, they are not in a natural reproductive situation where they are ready to establish a new nest.  They are stressed and not in swarm mode, as much as we try to mimic it.  And most natural swarms don’t survive their first winter.  Feeding will help them get established and adapt to your area.  Understand that these days we have unpredictable weather patterns that are potentially devastating to the bees.  
FEEDING      

Imagine am almond orchard, closely measured rows of trees, white blossoms filling the air and covering the ground, and a straight row of 1400 beehives.  Three guys go down the line: the first pops up the lid and sets it a bit aside to expose the internal feeder.  The second guy has a gasoline nozzle with a hose to the 300 gallon tank of corn syrup on the truck.  He fills the feeders.  The third guy, which more often than not seemed to be me, followed up behind, closed the lids and got stung pretty good.  Some bees took 15 gallons of syrup through the winter and spring, just to keep them from starving.  It had been warm.  
A good ratio for spring: 2 quarts H2O to 5 pounds cane sugar, or for larger quantities – mix well one gallon of WARM water and 10 pounds of pure cane sugar (not corn syrup or beet sugar as it contains more pesticides, and not “raw” sugar as it contains particulates that can give bees dysentery).  This mix is slightly stronger than 1 to 1 – a gallon of water weighs 8 pounds.  Chlorinated or fluorinated water is likely not good for bees.  Just a hunch.  Make sure the syrup is well stirred.

Some people add a “Bee Tea” of dandelion root, mint, and chamomile, and some folks use Honey-B-Healthy, an essential oil mix of spearmint and lemongrass.  These act as feeding stimulants and are said to help the digestive tract.  The bees’ favorite food is natural honey, and when nectar is available in the field they won’t want the artificial stuff.  Hopefully after an early spring feeding your hive will be off to a great start and never need the artificial stuff again.  Get to know the flow.  Your bees might need a little help at first. 

People ask me what is the best way to feed the hive, and the obvious answer is to PLANT ACRES AND ACRES OF SWEET CLOVER, as well as silver lindens, locusts, willows, vetch, trefoil… just make the world around you green and flowery.  I know that many of you don’t want to feed your bees.  What you do is up to you, but the forage situation in many areas (I mean the lack of bees adapted to it), as well as unpredictable weather, might delay your bees from becoming adapted to their new home, where they will hopefully will reside for eons, most of which without artificial feeding of any kind.  We just want to give them a good chance as they go through periods of healing like we do.  I see no future possibility to feed bees anything other than what they make for themselves.  Some of you will take the approach of not feeding.  By feeding, you will keep a lot more3 hives alive, and give them another chance, with perhaps requeening.  Some people will say the same about treating hives with chemicals – just giving them another chance.  I wouldn’t treat- I’d just start over, but I would feed because it’s a tough start for a hive these days.
Want to feed the bees honey?  Great!  Just remember honey on the shelves is full of systemic pesticides, nerve-agent acaricides, Chinese chemical toxins deemed “illegal” in the USA, possible American Foul Brood spores and other brood diseases, toxic HMF from heating, and often is not even honey.  I’m not even exaggerating.  It is all there, seriously.  Honey that is stored in the hive will get the bees through the winter, but honey that is used to feed brood can activate dormant disease.  Heated honey – generally all store shelf honey – is heated and the HMF formed can be toxic to bees.  You’ll have to google it.   

Ways to feed:
Bucket in the Back – most efficient for a small number of hives, the top bar hive can fit 1 gallon, or 5 quart, bucket in the back, inside the hive with empty top bars above and the divider board closing it in.  Or a Boardman feeder can also be put in the back.  SEAL ANY BACK ENTRANCES to prevent robbing, and make sure your feeder is creating a vacuum and not just leaking out everything.  

Open Feeding – having the bees from many hives fly to a food source.  Punch holes around the top rim of several 1 or 2 gallon buckets, bring them some distance from the hives – at least 15 feet – and flip over.  Sure, you might hit your head a few times, but once you’ve got the flipping down… I mean… You might be feeding the other hives in your area, but proximity lets your hives eat first.  When you have a few hives, as I really recommend, the feed is distributed where it is best used, not focused toward a failing split that will not winter anyway but used to draw comb and raise brood in a healthy hive.  
Dry Sugar – strong hives will take dry sugar and mix into honey-like goo as they need it.  It does not really stimulate the hive into early or sustained brood rearing, but generally will keep the hive from starving as long as they can get warm enough to process it.  You can pour dry granulated sugar (divert sugar works even better) right into the hive box, under the combs.
INSPECTING THE HIVE

Calm yourself.  Take 6 deep breaths.  Feel your fingers move.  Get a connection.  In fact, do this first thing when you rise each day.  This is basic body/mind/soul stuff.  Then all you do that day will be a success; or if it’s not “successful,” as my farmer friend Cliff Middleton puts it, “it will succeed in killing you.”  So don’t worry about a thing!
FIRST INSPECTION
A nice sunny afternoon is best.  Have a smoker ready (I mean, if you really want to).  Approach the hive from the back or side, away from the flight path.  First, blow smoke towards the entrances, where the guard bees are waiting.  With fluid movements remove the weights and cover.  From the empty side of the box, SLOWLY break the propolis seal on the divider and pull it straight up (to avoid pulling the next comb off if it is attached at all), and move it to the other side of the box.  Hopefully, you will see bees!  Use smoke if they are intimidating (I mean, if you are intimidated).  Pry the first bar toward you to break the propolis seal, and move this bar to the other end of the box, touching the divider gently and sliding the bar down to not mash the bees that crawl to the edge.  You might want to take your time and hold up the comb to look for the queen, eggs, or fresh nectar, though all these inquiries will become easier with time.  Use smoke as needed, go slowly, and remember to not tip the bar of comb in ways it might break.  
Unlike the Langstroth hive of many parts fitted together, the top bar hive enables you to never mash a bee.  A smoker has been the main tool to “herd” the bees out of the way of squishy death – to replace frames and restack boxes.  Often in commercial beekeeping the smoker is ignored and bees are smashed all over.     

Going bar by bar, touch the edge of the bars so that no bees are in the way, and slide them level.  Or you can “bump” the bees lightly and they will run towards the dark hive.  You can run your knife or hive tool in between the bars to scoot everyone downwards.  Or use smoke to clear the way.  You will get a feeling for what is right in the situation.  If you squish a bee between the bars, the bars will not fit together correctly.  Remove the fallen.  In India, custom is to bury that bee in a folded leaf.  

When done, move the hive back to where it was.  I usually move three bars at a time.  One thing to remember – don’t drop the bar if you get stung, place it down gently and then scrape out the stinger.  Just remain calm.  It is just a bee sting.  Be sure all gaps are sealed so the bees have an easy time heating and defending their nest.  Keep the divider boards straight up and down and pressed tightly into the box.
If you see queen cells, be extra gentle with them – do not tip, tilt, or jostle - as your queen did not survive the trip and the bees are constructing a new one.  If this is the case, close the hive smoothly but quickly and do not inspect for three weeks.  The hive will likely make a new queen and be fine.

Respect the core brood nest
Keep the bars in order.  Do not reverse or mix up their position.  These days I say the broodnest is sacred.  I choose not to space out combs (put empty bars) in the broodnest, but I will in the honey area.  The bees keep the main entrance on one side and the honey area at the back.  Bees that design their own brood nest handle pests better.  I’m still experimenting with general management schemes – ways to have automatic comb renewal in the brood nest.  I’ve been having some hives draw 4 to 5 new brood combs at the entrance side of the hive, before summer solstice, and then drawing combs on the honey storage side after solstice.  This moves older combs toward the back side, which is harvested from, but not too quickly as to screw up the bees’ core brood area.  I can’t really say this is the way to go, as 2009 tests during the lack of honey flow really didn’t reveal much.  Generally, if you are just adding a few bars at a time, you will need to be adding them pretty often in the spring, every week or so.  I’m messing around with ways to add more bars at once and have fewer inspections, though newbees never stay out of the hives anyway.  The course of action is very site specific.  
Keeping straight combs!

The ease of working a top bar hive (if you want to do that) depends on straight comb.  Towards the sides, the bees might start to turn the new combs, even attach them to the next bar over.  You can bend them back a little bit at a time by just pressing them straight.  Don’t do too much or the whole thing might collapse!  The key is to catch it early, and don’t add too many empty bars at once.  
Robbing

It is in bees’ nature to steal each other’s honey.  Look for bandanas over mandibles and six-shooters.  You call that anarchy?  You can call it competition but realize what is actually occurring in the super organism of the global bee hive.  In a bee yard, some colonies thrive and attract forager from other hives that stagger and sometimes fail.  What is important is that some continue and multiply, and the weak are not artificially supported over and over.  Bees, like any animal, are competing for forage in the field.  Bees will rob the honey from weak or abandoned hives, if a hive has a gap too large for it to defend, or if the hive is left open too long during your inspection.  This occurs mostly when there is no natural nectar out in the field, as it is not the bees’ first choice to kill each other off, but they will defend their territory from the threats of foreign bees.  If you see fighting bees, or many quick moving, curious bees showing up during an inspection, close up the hive and make sure there are no gaps.  If the bees start robbing they can kill that hive and then start picking on the others.  The hive will fight to defend itself, and often a pile of dead bees is found out front later.  The urge to steal from each other can last for days and is one of the worst things that can happen in a bee yard, sometimes resulting in piles of casualties.      
Comb collapse

It happens from time to time – most often it is provoked by the beekeeper trying to straighten the comb.  Each situation is different – if the comb is of honey, harvest and bottle it; if of nectar, eat it or set it aside for the bees to rob; if of brood, and it cannot be left in its original position and fixed with some support sticks and by the bees, move it towards the back of the hive until the brood hatches, then remove it; if it is a mess, just get it out of there.  Watch out for hive beetles, which are pretty prevalent now anywhere bees are shipped from the south.  Try to allow bees access to all parts of the broken comb, so they can clear out the beetle eggs before hatching, and check again in a few days to ensure beetle larvae are not getting established. 

When a comb collapses, the hive’s vigor increases – perhaps working harder and becoming stronger than if the collapse had never happened.  For lack of a better word, each hive has“morale,” boosted in times of honey flow, a new laying queen, or comb collapse or separation.       

Finding the queen
It can often take some time, and usually is not necessary because if you see a good pattern of eggs, you have a queen there.  Beyond just letting your hive swarm, I believe and suggest that the hand of the beekeeper can deal one major blow to the hive per season by simulating a swarm.  You will need to find the queen and move her to a new spot, along with some brood, honey, and bees.  

Remember that time the hive is open is time of lost atmosphere and added stress on the bees.  Hives that aren’t bothered so much do better, and really you should only attempt to find a queen when you have to.  Start at the back of the hive.  Remove the divider and look at the face of the first exposed comb.  You are looking for the big tail of the queen, which often flips around when she is exposed to light.  However, she is likely not on this outer most comb but where the eggs are.  Pull this comb up, and just glance at the next comb as you do for the tail of the queen.  Look at the far side of the comb you are holding first – keep the comb level, and either look from over top or spin it around.  Remember to always return the comb to its proper orientation.  Look in a SPIRAL motion, starting along the edge of the comb and working in.  Look at the near side next.  No queen?  Place this comb to the far side of the box and pull up the next.  Glance at the NEXT comb as you remove this one, then look on the far side of the comb you are holding in a spiral.  Then the near side in a spiral.  Then the next comb etc.  If you don’t find her, you start again.  Remember, you should be seeing eggs, larvae, and capped brood, and honey, pollen and bees.  No eggs = possibly no queen!
Determine amount of food, flow, pollen, room to grow

It all takes a little experience.  In every inspection you do, note the difference in quantities of open and capped brood, open nectar and capped honey, if pollen is available, if the bees are making new wax, and if the queen is out of room to lay.  In spring, the queen might become “honey bound” and swarm before the hive reaches a maximum size.  Thus I’m messing around with different ways to add empty bars directly next to, but not dividing, the brood nest.  Once your hive gets rolling, give them a top entrance by leaving a gap between the divider board and first bar.  Keep the gap small enough so mice will not gain access.  Just wing it and the bees will help you figure it out. 
Rating health, - what you will see, wax moth, small hive beetle, mites
It’s all about the brood, but the bees have taught me not to worry so much about appearances, for them or me.  Often during the season the brood is spotty in each hive, but then when the flow comes on and the bees are well nourished, the capped brood covers most of each comb in the brood next – several bars worth by June.  A spotty pattern can be due to a poor queen, or mites and the associated diseases, but I wouldn’t do anything about it anyway.  Maybe you should do something about it.  Maybe not.  We are all just winging it here, people.  You might see bees uncapping the brood – exposing and then removing pupae that are hosting mites.  This is a good thing, as the bees are handling the mite load.  If the mites are out of control, you might see a lot of brood uncapped and the population will drop soon and shriveled wings will appear on the bees.

Critters like to lurk especially underneath the divider boards.  Here you might see wax moth larvae – large grubs that wiggle and freak people out.  I find them quite cute.  They do not hurt the hives – though many new beekeepers will say the moths killed their bees.  Nope, the bees were already weak or gone and the moths moved in.  You might see some small hive beetles hiding out there.  I usually smash them.  I know I know – love all creation and all.  But those beetles and I have a history.  They don’t listen to reason and I smash them.  I don’t think they are from this planet.
American Foul Brood

An amazing and terrible thing has happened, just this spring.  The bees of Florida, domestic and feral, faced the stress of record-setting cold temperatures, for weeks.  This was enough to compromise the immune system of one wild hive in south Miami.  Before I pulled back the boards to get the advertised “Free bees,” I already knew something was wrong.  There wasn’t enough flight for a hive.  There was no response to my presence.  The few bees flying were listless.  I thought they were hungry, as many bees around were in the cold.  No.  It was stricken with the most heinous for brood diseases, American Foul Brood.

I used to say that wild hives do not get fatal AFB infections.  I can’t say that any longer.  This was full-blown AFB, scale, goopy brood, and the smell, in a hive living in a roof on wild comb, not more than three years old, I’d say.  The bees were brought to an isolated yard, completely by themselves, and they’ll monitored- perhaps to never move from that yard again, while all the comb was destroyed and every tool used sterilized.  Everyone must familiarize themselves with this disease to prevent catastrophe throughout the bee yard and neighbor bees.  People have been put out of business by AFB and the reluctance to burn.
The most serious threat you could encounter is American Foul Brood.  It can live dormant in equipment for 70 some years.  If you see the brood is spotty and the caps are sunken and full of holes, an alarm should go off in your head.  Look in the comb, on the bottoms of the cells for a solid dark, crusty mass, the “scale,” which shows up in advanced cases.  In those sick looking brood cells, are there pupae or just goop?  The final test is to take a small stick and swirl it in this goop and see if the goop stretches about ¼ to ½ inch.  If so, you have American Foul Brood.  The worst of the worst.  Many states require the burning of the comb, boxes, and bees.  Some permit the use of antibiotics, which rarely work to clean it up anymore.  Your best choice: if it is still early in the season, you can likely save the bees and queen by removing all the comb – you can harvest and bottle the honey to eat, but don’t give it back to the bees.  Burn or bury the bars and comb.  The box is likely ok if thoroughly scorched by fire.  Give the hive all new empty bars, or frames.  Two days later you MUST return and remove all bars that have new wax and honey – the spores survive in the bees’ honey stomach and are still present.  After you remove these a second time, the hive could be clean again.  You must make note and observe the first new brood.  Industry standard is to use antibiotics, which only mask the symptoms and must be constantly reapplied every year.  They hurt the beneficial bacteria in the hive, often causing chalk brood and other problems a generation later.  
I have yet to see American Foul Brood in a top bar hive.  Hygienic bees can eliminate the spores before they spread.  The spores live in the equipment for 70 + years.  Get rid of it! 
Note: it is good bee stewardship to check out your hives.  Take responsibility and diagnose failing hives for this disease.  If the hive seems weak, you should determine that the reason is not foul brood, as it can spread to other hives in the area.  Because of foul brood we have state bee inspectors and mandated movable comb hives.  While I think requiring all combs in the hive be removable is asking a bit much, do not attempt any radical “natural” hive designs if you don’t know what AFB is and have included the means to diagnose it.  If you’ve experienced it a bit you get a nose for it, and you can find it just by walking through the bee yard. 
Note on short season manipulations

When the season is short as in the north, every action is crucial, every bee counts.  While in the south, major goof-ups and lost queens can be remedied by the bees before the next dormant phase, in the north the bees must be respected (less incursions) to do what they see fit.  The biodynamic beekeeper Gunther Hauk described a split as “major surgery.”  I agree with him that the ideal new hive is established by a swarm, and secondly a split (artificial swarm) is made as the bees are preparing to split themselves.  For the best overview of splitting methods I know, visit Michael Bush at bushfarms.com, hear his presentations, and write him a thank you letter with $5 in it!
Splitting

There have been hives at Rokeby Farm in Red Hook, NY, as long as anyone remembers, the most recent tended (somewhat) by me, and also by Alex, the resident puppet master along with Sophia.  But abandoned hives at the front gate have been there for over a decade.  Wild hives hang out in the old black locusts.  One of the abandoned Langstroth hives was still active there when I moved back to the Hudson Valley.  After consulting the landowners and resident beekeepers, I was granted access to the unspoken-for hive, for the benefit of all, no doubt.  To me it was a glimpse of the bees of the future.


Through delivering bees, building equipment, wild bee removals, and whatnot that spring, I did not get to take another look at the Rokeby hive, or make plans for raising queens, till the start of June.  I found that it had just swarmed and had about 15 swarm cells on various combs.  They were beautiful cells, ready to emerge, and I wasn’t going to miss the opportunity.  One frame with cells came with me to my bee yard, and the rest of the hive I split into three hives- they were on a trailer with a bunch of rotting boxes, so I just shuffled out some bees to three spots on the trailer-  all with cells and strong with young bees. It wasn’t three weeks until I was back to check.


By then, two of the queens were mated and laying, and I was overjoyed with these feralized survivors – the cell I brought to my own bees having mated and donned the “Rokeby Red,” designated by double red pushpins.  This third split, though, no sign of a queen or anything.  I gave it some time – another three weeks.  Hey, I get busy!  Again, still no queen, but now I noticed something new.  There were some bees poking around underneath the trailer where all the hives sat.  Could it bee?  Sure enough, under the trailer were five beautiful combs and the missing mated queen, who seemed overjoyed to be reunited with her long lost teammates up topside.  Those Rokeby bees are still around in that “community” bee yard at the front of Rokeby Farm, and they represent a strong parentage among my bees.       

The above is a bit of what’s called bee talk.  It’s infectious.  It is its own language.       

Queen Cells

Before you make a split, the bees might start building queen cells.  This could be for several reasons.  Sometimes Russian bees build cells for no determinable reason.  Often they tear them down.  Often they swarm.  They are great bees.  I love them.  

swarm cells – many (10 to 30 or more) made while the old queen leaves with her entourage to find a new home.  These are usually on edges of combs – the periphery of the brood nest.  Maybe this is because the bees want the queen cells slightly cooler than the worker brood, though it is thought 92 degrees F is said to be ideal.  Maybe it is due to a history of beekeepers cutting out and using extra cells from the bottoms of their skeps.  Often the hive swarms right when the cells are started – try to determine if these are indeed swarm cells and not a supercedure situation.  Is the hive plugged up with nectar?  IS the queen even still there?  Most books will tell you to destroy all the cells to keep the hive from swarming.  This is bogus ideology.  The queen has likely already left with a bunch of bees.  Best course of action – find the queen.  If you do, move her to the new spot with brood, honey, and bees as described in the walk-away split.  If you don’t find her, just don’t worry about it.  No worries, that’s the key.  Your hive might swarm, requeen, and build up to be in great shape for the coming winter and following decades.  

supercedure cells– if you see only a few queen cells in random spots on the comb, and perhaps the queen’s laying pattern is erratic or full of drones.  When an older or poor queen is failing or about to fail or otherwise unwanted, usually the bees make 2 to 4 supercedure cells.  Often the virgin queen will mate and lay eggs without conflict with her mother, and the two will lay side-by-side for a time.  In the spring many hives will have two queens.  Always keep an eye out!
emergency cells – when a queen vanishes, most often due today in queen bee production methods.  If the larvae are placed in vertically hanging cups the bees will turn those larvae into queens.  Queen producers will repeatedly “graft” - transfer many larvae from their best queens, or from queens artificially inseminated with so-called super genetics, into cell cups to be raised into queen cells by strong queenless hives.  If this action is performed in conditions similar to swarming – crowded and well fed – the bee will construct excellent queen cells with emerging “real deal” queens.  Bees know this forced routine well, and they don’t take it upon themselves to question the point of tasks forced upon them.
Walk-Away Splits – one action and you “walk away”
Commercial beekeepers will tell you about a Rule of Thirds: that one-third of the hives is “booming,” one-third of the hives is so-so, and one-third is weak, possibly failing.  In the top bar box, we can keep several hives in one box, with the main entrances towards each end.  My goal is to split each box to house a larger hive and a nuc that can survive the winter.  I first make the walk-away splits from the bee yards best hives, then later use the extra queen cells they made for “bust-up” splits.  In Vermont I heard it said you want 5 frames of brood 5 weeks before the honey flow.  It all depends on the bees and the flow.  As a matter of fact, I have no idea what I am doing out there; I just remember what I’ve done before.  
1.  Check your hives every week, every 10 days, or 3 weeks, or never, but more often during swarm season (here in the Hudson Valley that’s anywhere from mid May to the end of June, though I’ve caught em in Vermont in October).  When you see that adult drones are emerging and the hive is filling with nectar, the hive is getting closer to swarming.  Decide if you will move your split three miles or more to a new apiary or leave it in the same yard.  Advantage of moving: the new split retains most of the bees moved with it.  Disadvantage: you have to move it there.    

2.  I like to confine manipulations to the oldest combs of the hive – usually that comb was previously transferred there as a split – which has either been worked toward the back or remained in the front of the hive.  These are the combs I want to move with the queen, so that the queen cells are raised on the newest comb left behind.   On a nice afternoon, before or as they begin swarm cells, find the queen and move her with (at least) bar of brood and a bar of honey to a new location, either on the other side of that same box, to a different box in the apiary, or to a box you will seal up and take somewhere else.  Moving a greater distance retains more bees in the split, with 3 miles figured as ideal to keep most older bees from flying back to their old home.  Put the bar of brood against the divider, then the honey, then an empty bar.  

3.  Add shakes of bees from two combs of capped brood (literally shake the bees off the comb, in a straight up and down motion, they don’t get upset!) if this split will immediately move three miles to a new apiary site, OR leave this split in the same apiary and add three to four shakes of bees (many of the bees will gradually fly back to their original home).  Place the divider boards, with spacers, tightly around the new hive.  Lightly stuff grass in (or pour granulated sugar in to temporary block) the bottom openings to help retain the bees for a day or so, but not so much that they will be sealed in for too long.  They will likely not need more room for 2 weeks, but you can check them sooner.       
The now queenless hive in the mother position will begin to raise cells.  I find that when allowed to, the bees chew down the inferior cells before emerging and the resulting queens are the highest quality.  The main thing is this bulk of bees has perhaps almost three weeks of no open brood, so the mites are not reproducing as well.  A period of queenlessness is like “fasting” for the hive, to anthropomorphize again.  Certain organs are resting and being cleansed.  The bee have no young or queen to feed, and no important wax edifices to construct.  The broodnest is backfilled with this surplus of nectar.

Option 1
If you add an extra bar or two for space at the back of this queenless hive, you do not have to touch this hive for about three weeks.  Then inspect for a laying queen.  Hopefully the strongest queen emerged, took control, and went courting. 
Option 2

You can inspect a week to possibly up to 12 days later, maybe the best being 10 days after, and transfer some of the combs with cells on them to make other new hives, or cut out every decent cell available to give to many nucs.  Queen cells are delicate and should not be tipped, shaken, or ever left uncovered by bees if not incubated, so be careful!  I like moving the whole comb with the queen cells and the bees that made them. 

Each yard of 12 or more hives will exhibit weaker hives, perhaps some with undesirable temperament, poor laying, slow build up or honey production, etc.  When cells from the favorite hives are ready, these less desirables are split into as many small hives as possible, perhaps three or four each with one bar of brood, one bar of honey, and ample covering bees.  The queen is shuffled to a new position as above, and the new positions given the queen cells are given extra shakes of young bees, as queen cells will not retain the older field force as well as a mated queen will.  Be sure to leave a queen cell in the parent position! 

If the new queen fails to hatch or mate by three weeks after the split is made, the nuc can be given another cell with brood, or combined with the old queen and bees again, on a nice day, with her own entourage, some smoke, and exposure to light.
This has all been a bit confusing, and it is.  You will have to make it up as you go along.  
Get ready, GO!

Cause about 17 to 21 days after you made the first split, both the parent hive and the split will see rapid expansion.   When the new queen mates and lays eggs, the hive is inspired like you would not believe to move this stored sweetness out of her way.  The worker bees construct and store high quality comb honey at the rear of the hive.  The mites seem to overload the delayed new brood and are quickly culled out, as all bees on smaller comb become more hygienic. 

 
Often the older queens in the small splits will be superceded, or I will remove them, as the splits build enough to also experience a queenless period, while younger queens I occasionally cage for sale.  When necessary, though rarely, the splits are requeened or boosted with brood or honey.  Small split can winter well if they have enough food and young bees going into winter.  Larger hives will be able to forage more, feed themselves a little better, and take off faster in the spring.

In all these parent hives, five to eight weeks later, when the foraging population diminishes, there is commonly a dearth in nectar until loosestrife, goldenrod, and aster flows begin in late August / September.  The older combs of the split (at the entrance side of the hive) are worked out of circulation as they are filled with honey or removed for other splits.  The core brood nest is never spaced out or mixed up.  Comb is not stored or extracted but constantly removed and crushed.  Comb diseases thus have trouble finding a foothold.  Bees want to move their brood next core over time, so that new bees are raised on new wax and queen cells can be easily molded come swarm time.  Today’s beekeepers have it backwards: they cherish and keep their old brood comb and restrict the bees from laying in the new, healthy wax of the honey supers.  I’ve found the healthiest bees are on newer comb, but like these other beekeepers I’ve had difficulty accepting the destruction of comb, especially while trying to increase my numbers.  Then I only need to think of the possible transmission of nosema cerana or the 140-some other bee diseases, even an untrained eye passing along foul brood, or the wasting of time with old black comb in the wax melter, or the threat of what is in that encapsulated pollen, or what my friends have experienced with what is called “CCD.”  I learn to let go.  Less than 200 years ago, NO comb was ever saved.  It was a different world, sure, but what we know today is not helping our bees survive or helping us survive as beekeepers.  With one pathogen after another in today’s beehives, we do not know what is coming down the road next.  Accelerated comb removal boosts bee immunity, eliminates the problems of storage, wax moths and beetles, hinders the spread of disease, and doesn’t allow for pesticide buildup.  Why would I give brood comb from a hive that failed to one that is successfully designing its own?  A little less honey may be the price to pay for a hive that survives without treatments, and as I’ve seen, bees on new comb are so much healthier that overall honey production may not be curtailed by the price of drawing wax.  More honey is obtained through the ability to keep a larger number of self-sustaining hives that are not being artificially boosted as in current production methods.  Healthy hives living on fresh brood comb produce honey of the highest purity.  

The well-known saying goes: Dead hives make no honey.  
Bee Breeds

The severely threatened stingless bees native to Central and South America and Australia are a totally different world I recommend all who can explore.  The bees are still religiously lauded by the cultures there.  The brood is in horizontal tiers, and honey in little wax pots.  The art of keeping and protecting these small hives is disappearing.  
2009’s perhaps most amazing discovery: there is an apis species native to North America.  The native honey bee was found fossilized in Nevada, dated about 14 million years ago, and is called apis neartica.  The prof. at the U. of Kansas figures this bee became extinct on the continent, and honey bees were reintroduced, like horses.  Google it.
If the bees weren’t already here, likely Norwegians or Irish missionaries brought the first honey bees back to North America, as early as 800 or 900 A.D., and used “virgin” beeswax candles in Catholic Church services.  In 1620 bees were brought to Jamestown, VA, and thrived.  They were European Black Bees – Apis mellifera mellifera.  

Since then several breeds of bee have been brought to the US through various channels, some smuggled in underwear.  Honey bees with Italian genetics – gentler than the black bees and maintaining larger hives – were brought in the mid 1800s when commercial bee breeding became the primary source for bees.  L. L. Langstroth was a big advocate of Italian bees, and their fame spread along with his hive design.  Carniolion bees – a northern adapted strain from Slovenia very popular in Europe – were brought in about the same time and gained ground with northern beekeepers.  Caucasian bees – bees of Turkey and Georgia – were brought in for hardiness and a supposed longer tongue, though didn’t gain as much popularity with Langstroth beekeepers due to delayed spring growth and heavy propolis collection.  The importation of bees to the US was banned in 1922 to prevent the spread of mites and disease.  Russian queen bees were allowed in by the USDA in the late 90s for breed resistance to Varroa mites.  Russian bees are even more extreme – building late in spring, showing sudden rapid expansion, swarming regularly, resistant to everything out there, and then clustering very small in winter.  Most recently Australian bees, basically an Italian bee from perhaps the last part of the world without Varroa mites, have been allowed to enter the country as packages – mostly used as “one season wonders” for California almond pollination.   Then there are the so-called “Africanized” “killer” bees, apis scutellata, supposedly from genes brought to Brazil in the 1950s that escaped northward and “destroyed” everything in their way when they reached the US in the 1990s.  In fact, queen bees were smuggled into this country directly from Brazil two decades before this, but I wouldn’t say something like that.  Perhaps scutellata has not spread further because it’s run into a native pollination of mellifera mellifera and there is a war going on.         
All bees likely come from Africa.  I’ve worked huge hives of bees in the Africanized areas of the southern states that you can kick and knock over and they won’t pay you any mind at all.  You can work them in the rain without a veil.  I’ve worked bees raised in the north that will take your face off – even northern swarms that are just MEAN.  In any bee yard anywhere, as you drive up, sometimes a few hives might start boiling out and bouncing off the windshield.  Every hive has a different personality.  Some hives are just mean.  To stereotype an “Africanized” bee is blatant racism.  There are more deaths in the US attributed to circus elephants than bees.  The lightening fatalities in Florida alone in the past decade outnumber bee-induced fatalities in the entire country over the past 20 years.  I guess don’t carry your hive tool around in the rain.
The press loves a story.  When the “killer” bees came (though they were already here – ask the USDA), researchers and bee breeders got rich on grant money by scaring the public.  Now a lot of their jobs depend on maintaining the FEAR.  The “killer” bee genetic makeup, which has shown resilience to pests and problems, is the main argument the industry uses to debunk the anecdotal success of small cell beekeeping.  The FEAR keeps beekeepers on the chemical treadmill.  In Arizona, I’ve worked with Dee Lusby’s bees and they are NOT mean bees.  I don’t care if they are “Africanized” or not, though I don’t think they are – likely closer to apis mellifera mellifera.  What the heck does it matter?
Working with the “Africanized” bee is the best hope for southern beekeeping, as Russian bees are the great hope for the north.  In a breeding program, the nastier strains would be culled out in about three years.  An industry scared onto the chemical treadmill doesn’t have the foresight to take such a sustainable approach.  If your bees seem mean, change the queen.     

Sure, there are feral hives than can and do kill dogs, horses, and people.  Some will defend en masse, which put their survival in jeopardy.  I’ve heard it takes 10 to 12 stings per pound of body weight to kill a human.  The 2008 bee death in Okeechobee, Florida, was from 70 stings, but still the blame was on the “killer” bees, rather than an obvious allergic reaction.  I’ve taken 5 times that in a day.  Most commercial beekeepers will tell you about similar days.  They sure aren’t good days, but we’re still alive.  Healthy, too.  Just leave the bees alone, people.   
QUEEN BEES - FOLLOWING THE HIVE’S LIFECYCLE
With the lack of genetic diversity, no adaptation to northern climates, and more aggressive bees in the south, it makes a lot of sense for EVERY beekeeper to not be importing strange queens into the apiary.  It is very simple to induce hives to raise their own queens.  The standard commercial way is by grafting – transferring larvae from the breeder queen to a strong queenless colony.  This practice provides the most control over timing for commercial queen production, but it takes choice away from the bees, overall quality is suspect, and it is too much work for humans in a task that bees have always done by themselves.  I don’t mind work, but what I mean here is “work against nature.”  

Various breeds of bees do well handling mites with smaller comb once the balance is reached.  The continued linkage of the bee family in its own area helps them to adapt.  If you like the bees you have, you have no need to import foreign genetics.

WHO RULES?

From Poor Ben:

	Democracy is two wolves and a lamb voting on what to have for dinner. Liberty is a well armed lamb contesting the vote. 



	

	

	
When the people find that they can vote themselves money, that will herald the end of the republic. 

They that can give up essential liberty to obtain a little temporary safety deserve neither safety nor liberty. 

Where liberty dwells, there is my country. 

He that lieth down with dogs shall rise up with fleas. 

Any fool can criticize, condemn and complain and most fools do. 

Whatever is begun in anger ends in shame. 

Only a virtuous people are capable of freedom. As nations become more corrupt and vicious, they have more need of masters. 

The Constitution only gives people the right to pursue happiness. You have to catch it yourself. 




The ANTI-BREEDING PROGRAM

A bee, like a human, is born knowing everything she needs to know.  It is the culture of the environment that changes genetic expression- enabling a bee or human to survive as a part of its community, or not.

A hive naturally wants to swarm or raise a supercedure queen.  Most often we see it when the queen is in her second season, but bees break all the rules.  Usually, though, by this time the hive has developed for an entire year and is at its most vigorous and can raise the best queens.  
“The Real Deal.”
That’s what we call the queen bees who hang out with us.  Through thick and thin, hanging on till the next honey flow.  Since we are having some play in accelerating certain bee lines, we choose who can be the more prolific mother.  Selection is more subjective than anything else – you just know.    

I can’t say it is totally live and let die.  I try to keep hives alive by requeening and feeding, when needed, giving them another chance.  But basically it comes down to live and let die.  I’m putting up bait hives and letting more and more hives swarm.  I don’t ask anything from the bees anymore.  I’m sorry I ever asked anything from them, for they have inherent worth.  They can just bee.  
Plan for Outyards

For 2010, my best couple of hives in each yard I will split in two, in May before swarming.  The rest I’ll either leave on their own, or I will requeen them with an extra cell moved from those best hives 10 days later.  Or I won’t do either.  We’ll see.  In a few yards I’ll be doing some grafting again- for the heck of it, to see if I still can.   

GENETICS

Genetic diversity is the key to healthy hives, but this doesn’t mean go out and grab one of every bee in the world, put em in a blender and drink it down.  It doesn’t mean go “help out” your thriving Russian hives by crossing them with Minnesota Hygienic (Italian) drones.  You don’t necessarily want poodles running around with Great Danes, but rather several distinct poodles.  But you might want several distinct Great Danes instead of poodles.  Start with poodles, I mean, bees that survive where you will keep them.  A queen is believed to mate with twenty or more drones, on one or more mating flights in her first week of emerging from a queen cell.  These drones are from hives all over the area and congregate in certain mating areas.  Because of this great amount of uncontrolled genetic diversity, the mass breeding of bees was not organized until about 100 years ago when someone, you guessed it, realized they could make a buck from first generation hybrid vigor.  

Putting our commercial interests aside and not going beyond methodology being in tune with the hive’s life cycle, how well the bees do is a matter of their adaptation to our area.  The goal is to have hives that can survive without chemical treatments or artificial feed, deal with New York winters, be easy to live and work around without a veil, and also at times make serious honey.  Bees that are locally adapted will ANTICIPATE the honey flow rather than RESPOND to it.  Bees in the north will “shut down” brood rearing in times of dearth, but also during the peak of honey flows – so extra honey can be stored rather than raising more bees that later would not have any nectar to gather.  

All bees are good, and I am not a fanatic about any particular breed of bee.  I generally stay away from “Italians” bees, as they have often been overbred for commercial pollination- resulting in bees that generally brood too much and can’t feed themselves.  The darker Russian bees do well in the cold.  Really, there are black bees, striped bees, tan bees, red bees, yellow bees; these are honey bees we are talking about here.  The names are just political.  Every hive is different.  I keep track of my 18+ bee families with colored pushpins.  Though I do saturate the mating areas with my own desirable drones, I am not as interested in controlling the genetic makeup of the drone pool as much as I want to ensure the drones were raised on healthy, chemical free comb.  It’s not about control, but cultivation.
SUMMER
Checking for a laying queen - A queenless hive
If you see no eggs anywhere, check your glasses.  If still no, then your hive might have a problem.  They might have a virgin queen who will mate soon.  That’s a good problem that they will solve on their own.  You might see her – she is smaller than a mated queen but has features that distinguish her from the common worker.  Often she moves very fast.  You might see the queen cell she emerged from.  If your hive is hopelessly queenless, then you must take action to avoid losing the hive.  If the hive has not been queenless for long, you can shuffle eggs and larvae in from another hive so they can raise a cell – even better shuffle in a queen with at least two bars of her own bees and brood, and let the hive that queen came from raise a queen.  

A laying worker

When bees are queenless for a lengthy time, about three weeks or more, the infertile female worker bees will begin to lay eggs, often messy, multiple eggs per cell.  Or a spotty pattern, with eggs laid on the sides of cells or on top of stored pollen.  This brood is all drones.  Often they will try to raise these eggs into queen cells, though since they are infertile, only drones hatch.  Cape bees from Africa are known to reliably do it, but both African bees and Russian bees can exhibit the ability to raise a true queen from an unfertilized egg.  Occurrences are relatively rare in my experience.  When a laying worker is in the hive, an introduced queen will likely be killed.  The best thing to do is shuffle in brood, bees, and a queen cell from another hive, if these resources are available.  Or you can combine the hive with a queen-right hive, or you can risk adding brood and bees and give a new caged queen.  If you do not supply a queen at this point, the hive is likely doomed.  There is a small possibility that parthenogenesis can occur and a worker bee can lay eggs that become other workers, or also queens.  Cape bees in Africa do this more regularly.  
Drone-laying queen
Perhaps you don’t have a laying worker, but a queen bee that is only laying unfertilized eggs (drones).  Drone laying queens tend to lay a full pattern compared to laying workers, who lay a spotty pattern.  Really the only way to know the difference is to look for a queen.  Often when a queen begins to fail, a hive will not raise a new one before it’s too late.  The workers cannot raise a queen from an infertile egg.  You can give this hive a new queen or eggs, but first you must find the old queen and kill her.  Or you can let the hive die and the wax moths clean it up, which is nature’s way.  It’s up to you.  I often let them go for a while to see if they just might raise an actual queen, meanwhile supplying more drones for the mating pool, though the hive population rapidly drops as the bees drift towards other hives.   

Balling a queen
Once in a while the hive will become confused if disturbed and try to kill its own queen, the guard bees “thinking” she is a foreign invader.  This happens often when a foreign queen is first introduced and not yet accepted, or when a young queen is not yet acknowledged as the One.  You will see a ball of bees surrounding the queen, often fallen to the bottom of the hive.  They will be stinging her and ripping off her legs and wings if you don’t act fast.  Smoke is the best way to disperse the mad bees, though several are persistent and must be picked off to save her life.  Very traumatic.    

The Honey Flow, anything is possible

The honey dance – a figure eight with angles and turns that dictate direction and distance – allows new foragers to get information on where the nectar is and not waste time scouting.  It was first described by Karl von Frisch, whose grandson went further to research the importance of vibration on the comb for the communication (which leads me to further condemn plastic combs and wax that attaches to the bottom bars of frames).  Some folks do not buy the honey dance theory.  I am not an astute enough observer to make any comments, but on a sunny day you will certainly see the bees shaking their butts in a pattern when the nectar begins.  If the bee wiggles while going straight up, the nectar is towards the sun.  The surrounding bees get really excited, just like a Disco.
Charles Martin Simon, the “Backwards Beekeeper” who wrote for Bee Culture mag, once observed a termite wandering a crazy, corkscrewed path up a stump.  A few days later, he observed another termite wandering that same crazy path, which led him to believe in olfactory cues guiding the insects.  He figured bees follow a similar scented path through the air to the flower field and did not assign such importance to the honey dance.  Beyond the dance, the bees communication- sound (vibration), pheromones, and visual clues- is likely very intricate. 
Give the bees room to store honey - Note on “supering”

We tend to anthropomorphize our animals.  Beekeepers are no different.  The 150 year Langstroth tradition of putting supers on top of the hive compels keepers to think that the bees “love” to work up.  Really the bees are craving the warmth and air flow control to process nectar.  So actually, turns out the bees are “annoyed.”  They are stressed, in a positive way in cases of honey flows.  A fine balance exists in such manipulations to “rile up” the bees, with methods like “Bottom-supering” “Pyramid-ing up” and “checkerboarding.”  Or forcing the bees to draw comb in between two brood combs: the beekeeper’s mighty hand plowing a great and vast canyon.  Think of cutting down weeds to have them grow back twice as strong.  Sometimes a harsher retribution will surface in the next generation of bees (or a generation of beekeepers later).  It takes some experience in your area to know when to “throw a super,” to space out brood combs, or add bars when the bees need room.  I have chosen not to agitate the combs of the brood nest, though I shuffle empty bars in between combs in the honey area.  I perform the one major agitation of the walk-away split.    

Bees make honey.  Fact of life.  Sometimes they make a lot.  Sometimes not enough and they could starve.  You will learn what is going on, and what to expect in an “average” year.  Once your splits are made and queen(s) are mated, you will be adding bars as the hive needs room.  A hive can sometimes make a lot of honey in a week – perhaps drawing out and filling combs on four of five bars in one week!  Keep an eye on them during the main flow, though with a new queen, the hive will likely not swarm.
The honey storage area can become a crazy mess of crossing combs that are three inches thick.  The best way to avoid this is to keep an eye on the hive.  When the combs start to get fat, space out 2 or 3 of the bars with a small gap, not quite big enough for a bee to fit through.  The bees will fill these gaps with fresh propolis you can harvest later.  Also at the point when you have full combs of capped honey, you can space out these combs with empty bars.  This invigorates the bees to fill the space.  If you spread out two combs of uncapped nectar, the bees will likely expand the existing combs into the empty space and make those beautiful three inch think honey slabs the bees will attach to the side walls for support.  Nothing wrong with that.
The amount of honey your bees store depends on their strength at the time of the flow, and just how strong the flow is.  Clover is a major honey producer, but for the bees to be ready they need a variety of pollens and nectars before June. 
Note on invasive species
These are indeed exciting times to bee.  During the Irish potato famine, eating clover saved countless from starvation.  The hardy dandelion will certainly blossom into a similar partnership for us in the storm to come.  Bees honor strong allies such as dandelions.  Save the dandelions!  This country is waging war against the weeds.  Dandelions are so beneficial to humans and bees.  We look ignorantly suicidal in their eradication with the use of toxins - for just the point of doing so.  Dandelions, honey bees, and humans are not considered long term natives to North America.  Yet we rage against new invasive species with the same emotional material that builds prejudice, hate, and blindness.  We point a finger at a plant for disrupting the ecosystem, while agriculture creates nitrogen imbalances, vulnerable monocultures, overgrazing, disrupted pollination corridors, to compromise an ecosystem’s immunity and allow opportunists to bask in the warming climate.  And we go ahead and blame the earth-healing weeds while the most invasive plants in the world are corn, cotton, and soy. 
Late summer / Fall
Many locations in the Hudson Valley experience a dearth in nectar in August.  If the hive has a large population at that time, they can starve.  An earlier queenless period creates a smaller population in late summer, but make sure your bees have honey stored for this time and they can regroup for fall flows.  In some areas, the flow never stops.  The time of harvest is site specific, and I really don’t take much honey from the bees – I’d rather leave the m the resources to make more bees the following year.   
Never expect a huge crop of honey.  You might have no surplus honey in the hive’s first several seasons.  To gain profit from bees takes some site-specific experience and at times very hard work over the ebb and flow of seasons and years.  If your hives are chemical free, you should demand top dollar for your honey.  
The honey on store shelves is tainted.  We are not talking about corn syrup here, but NERVE AGENTS, organophosphates and pyrethroids.  Yes, the same nerve gas developed by Nazis in WWII.  The National Honey Board doesn’t want this info out in the mainstream.  The chemical companies who develop these mite treatments don’t want you to think your bees can survive without them.  Honey used to be pure.  It was taboo to put any chemical or substance into the hive.  Now it is taboo NOT to.  

Foreign honey permeates the store shelves, despite what labels don’t say.  Most honey in this country comes from China and has shown levels of cloremphenicol – a powerful toxin illegal in this country.  This tainted honey, when intercepted, usually gets dumped though often finds its way into the US via another country.  The FDA has no funding to test any significant amount of honey imports, or any of our food imports for that matter.  Sketchy.
I do not trust expensive food at the store labeled as “organic.”  I like knowing where my food comes from, who grew it, and what’s on their bookshelf.

The store shelf honey is heated, often even when claimed to be raw.  Heating delays crystallization to allow for bottling.  It also kills the beneficial, living enzymes and ruins the taste.  Once you’ve had the real stuff, the heated honey tastes like an ashtray.  It takes a little educating the market for folks to understand the crystallized honey has not gone “bad.”  The FDA gives it a shelf life of 4000 years, though really it is the only food that will never spoil.  With high osmotic pressure and glucose oxidase (hydrogen peroxide), nothing can grow in it, though it can supposedly feed botulism spores hosted by constipated infants.  Honey has been found in ancient Egyptian tombs still edible and delicious.  And supposedly Alexander the Great is entombed in honey.   

How to harvest
Once it’s cold and the bees are in cluster, they will be covering the last bit of brood, not their honey stores.  You can harvest now with no bees to remove from the combs, and with a good idea of what the bees have left to eat.  (Figure on leaving them at least twice the amount of honey per their cluster size.)  To harvest through the summer: combs of honey are often too heavy to shake bees off without collapse.  With smooth strokes, a brush works the best to remove the bees.  I often can’t find mine and use long grass.  Then put the honey inside somewhere before the bees try to get it back!  A little smoke can help the bees out of the way and speed up the harvest.
Cut comb

This is honey in its purest state.  There are plastic cases available for comb honey squares, which command top dollar at a farmers market.  If you keep your hives on someone else’s land, a big slab of honeycomb on a plate is an awe-inspiring gift.  Some people strain the honey from the comb squares before packaging, but I don’t think it’s necessary. 
Crush/strain
For honey in older or misshapen combs, cut it off the bars into a bucket and mash it up.  A top bar works well for this.  You can then strain this through cheesecloth or nylon, or the strainers and bottling buckets available inexpensively from the bee equipment suppliers. 
The wet wax you end up with can be brought out to the bees.  They will lick up all the residual honey.  OR you can run clean water through the cappings and add a little more honey to let it ferment into mead.  
I’ll probably be building a honey press – converting an apple cider press somehow.  Just waiting for a good year and a honey harvest to justify it.
Beeswax 
An incredible amount of energy, sourcing from that old sun, resides in a beeswax candle.  Make candles, salve, and provide for beekeepers wanting to make foundations from wax not laced with miticides.  I melt the clean wax for candles or salve in a crock pot and ladle it into molds.  Wax can combust if it gets too hot, so BE CAREFUL.  It is like gasoline.  I find tea-light candles the most convenient for camping, cooking, or emergency situations (including do-it-yourself companionship). 
A solar wax melter is easy to make from a cooler, some tin foil, and a piece of glass.  Don’t spend that $70 on that “economy” solar wax melter.  Get a small cooler – the wider and shallower the better.  You can get a Styrofoam cooler and cut it into two wax melters.  Find a plate of glass or plexi that rests on top of it.  Make a foil tray to hold the wax that melts and pours down into another tray – I use the bottom cut off a gallon plastic jug.   Put it in the sun.  You are good to go.  Stir up the sludge a few times to let the liquid wax trickle down.  Trust me, you will be amazed at how little usable beeswax you end up with from old combs.  
For processing wax and comb quickly, like when you’ve put it off or the sun hasn’t been out and now the moths are invading, just boil some water and add in the wax combs.  The wax floats and hardens on the top, while the larval casings, dirt, etc., while partially mixed in, crumble off the bottom, and the cakes and waxy slum gum can be stored safely till filtered out or put in a solar wax melter to drain.

Propolis 


Beekeepers have been breeding bees to reduce propolis production.  Propolis is crucial to the hive and we have damaged our bees and ignored our strongest home remedy.  It is an amazing substance, used traditionally for tooth ailments and immune system building.  A fresh glob under the tongue is a nice way to take it, though it will stick to your teeth for days.  To tincture propolis use 180 proof pure grain alcohol.  Vodka is not strong enough.  I usually put a pound of propolis in a gallon of alcohol, though all propolis has different potency.  Shake this for three weeks and then strain.  Potency can vary; the alcohol can be evaporated off to make propolis paste.  The wax and debris will not tincture.  Propolis tincture makes an excellent throat spray and can be combined with other herbs and raw honey.
SLUMGUM

That weird, dark stuff you are left with.  Once all the wax is melted away, it’s a combination of larval casings, old pollen, dirt, and some dead bees, despite your best efforts.  It can be tinctured in alcohol or mineral spirits to remove the propolis – to be used as a paint or varnish.  Clean propolis is incredibly valuable as herbal medicine.  Slum gum makes good bear and raccoon bait, I am told.  It burns nice in the smoker and attracts swarms to bait hives.  Until I come up with just what else to do with it- cause there is a lot of it- I’ll be throwing it in the compost.  
Pollen

It’s a health food craze these days.  A “superfood,” a complete protein humans can survive on exclusively.  Actually, all pollen available in the stores is trapped – knocked off the bees’ legs as they return to the hive and wiggle through a screen.  Then it must be frozen or dried to prevent mold.  Well, the bees don’t do that for their stored pollen.  What gives?  Pollen in the hive is mixed with honey and enzymes and ferments into bee bread.  This preserves it and also breaks down the cellulose coating of the granules.  Pollen is actually difficult for humans to digest, and impossible for bees, until this coating is broken down.  Bee bread is the real deal.

Note: many folks have allergic reactions to pollen.  Those with nasal reactions can benefit greatly by eating local pollen, and the local honey that contains it.  A small number of people have a bad reaction to consuming pollen.    

Another note: pollen contains all the pesticides in use in the foraging area, and many that have not been used for years but still reside in the soil.  Even DDT.  Use with moderation and caution.  Labs can test your pollen for its contents.  In feedlot commercial beekeeping these is often not enough protein for all the bees, and the beekeepers must supplement the bees’ diet.  Often the use soy flour, brewer’s yeast, and even powdered eggs.  I avoid this by being in area with ample natural pollen.
September


The foraging force will be strong again and the fall flows will hopefully provide lots of stored honey for winter, perhaps even surplus to harvest now.  Goldenrod is often an amazing honey flow.  It is time to rate the health of the hives and the last chance to do any treatments if that is in your management plan.  Brood rearing is winding down, and the varroa mites are also hatching out and overloading some of the brood.

Pests / diseases
Varroa 
There is a lot to know about Varroa, and then the challenge of deciding what to do about it.  Varroa arrived here in the late 80s.  A hive will often swarm to death or abscond when Varroa levels get high.  Or the y dwindle out from diseases the mites vector, or the clusters are too small and they starve right next to their honey stores in winter.  Along with using natural comb regressed over several years and resistant genetics, the only thing I do for varroa is cause a break in the brood cycle, though I’m pursuing this scheme less actively and encouraging bees to do it on their own by superseding (preferred) or swarming.  You can read elsewhere about sugar dusting, screened bottoms, drone brood removal, organic acids, essential oils.  All these things select for nastier, more prolific mites.  Varroa inbreeds in the capped cell of every brood cycle; so their reproduction takes about 2 weeks.  They have a genetic answer to anything we would ever throw at them.  You can’t fight the mite.  

An adult female mite enters a brood cell before it is capped and hides in the royal jelly.  As the bee pupae grows and consumes the jelly, the mite feeds on the pupae.  Then she lays a male egg and then several females.  The offspring mate in the cell and emerge with the bee.  The males die and the females jump into another open cell.  The varroa population grows exponentially, unless the bees keep it in check.  Mites hitchhike between hives on workers and drones.  

I don’t count mite levels, though methods using powdered sugar or alcohol in a jar with a cup o’ bees can give a general idea of the mite population.  Then what?  You might choose to treat your hives – and timing is everything.  I let the bees find their own balance, and sure, I take losses.  Varroa is not evil.  The bees will be all the better because of the presence of mites.    
Tracheal Mites

Arriving in the early 80s, the microscopic tracheal mites caused huge problems for the oversized, domesticated honey bees.  Some started using menthol in the spring to kill the mites, while most bees were left to adapt, which, after some major losses, they did quickly.  Often tracheal mites take their toll in the spring.  Dead bees will be found outside on the ground with wings spread and tongues out.  You’ll need a lab to get some actual counts.  I recommend yellow labs, or chocolate labs, or red golden retrievers, or those kinds of retrievers with six legs that are after the nectar.  They are training us. 
Small Hive Beetles
When I worked with bees in Florida, I saw the foreman of a company leave wet honey supers out in the yard to get robbed – cleaned up by the field bees.  I guess they were left out a little too long, and the beetle larvae got going in the cappings.  Then the adult beetles hit the hives.  It was a massacre.  We had about 150 strong three-deep hives and 150 single deep splits in this one yard.  New queens and pollen patties in everything.  The beetle larvae hatched in the patties.  The beetles were everywhere.  You roll up a strong hive and see 400 beetles scatter on the bottom board.  Fermented honey dripping from the fronts of hives.  You pop a lid, and you don’t even see frames, just the putrid beetle larvae covering the top bars with this pulsing squirm.  We lost most of the bees before moving out the few that were left.  Bees weren’t put there again for years.
 In my experience, I have seen all kinds of crashes: varroa, tracheal, foul brood epidemics, massive starvation.  Nothing has given me nightmares like a small hive beetle infestation.  The beetles must have a large population to cause a hive to abscond, though if a hive absconds or gets weak for any reason – varroa mites, mainly – the beetle larvae will hatch, slime up and destroy the comb and ferment the honey.  Just make sure your bees stay strong and cover their comb, wherever you live.  In the south, it might be a good idea to have your hives where they get afternoon sun, through twilight.  The beetles fly at twilight, and I have seen the bees intercept and bounce away the beetles in mid air as they approach the hive entrance.  
A few beetles are no problem.  If you start to see hundreds, and the bees start to abscond, that’s a problem.  Why are they here?  What are they telling us?  At times I have worked very very hard to limit the small hive beetle population in my southern hives.  At some points I go through each comb and corner of each hive and mash beetles and use food grade mineral oil if there is a large adult beetle population.  The various oil traps on the market work well and could be adapted to a top bar hive – I have not had serious enough losses to need traps yet: not serious losses, but the losses come steady during “beetle season,” when temps and moisture comes up and they are triggered.  Nothing is going to eliminate the beetles in the south.  They come out of the woods.  Though they cannot reproduce regularly in the north due to colder soil temps and likely will not become a problem for you, I do not want to distribute the beetles.  Destroying the adults as they are seen in the north will likely eliminate the local population – until the southern packages and migratory outfits arrive next spring.  The bees themselves are the best defense of their own hive.  Some have learned to do it, some are learning.  
Brood Diseases

See notes on American Foul Brood.  There are lots of ailments the bees can face, and about all of them are the result of stress – mostly from poor nutrition.  If you see “melted” or dark larvae, make sure it is not American Foul Brood, as described earlier.  It could be European Foul Brood or sac brood, which usually are not fatal.  Dried up, mummified larvae is likely chalk brood.  The best solution is to put some feed out for the bees, and consider changing the queen, or not.  See what happens, but try to not spread disease from the weak to the strong.    
Mice
Mice can kill!  They move in at any time of year if the hive is already weak, though most often in the fall when the bees cluster and can’t run them out.  Their urine can create moisture problems.  Make sure the entrances to your hives are small enough so they cannot enter!  Use ½ inch screen to close up your entrances.
Skunks

If your hive is aggressive, it may be because skunks are pestering it at night.  The best solution is to raise them out of reach.
Pesticide kills
I will never forget driving up to bee yards in Montana and smelling the dead bees.  In that hot, dry year there had been aerial spraying for Mormon crickets.  This might be the saddest sight: a pile of dead bees in front of every hive.  Often pesticides like Temec, Sevin, Fipronil, or Diazinon will just kill foragers and not the brood, and the hive can rebound – hopefully with enough time to be ready for winter.  Certain pesticides like Pencap were brought into the hive with the pollen, stored, and death would come later.  These days, the systemic pesticides introduced by Bayer CropScience are also sublethal to bees: just a slow dwindling with the premature death of the foragers, though research is conflicting with the results having political implications.  Bees drink water from leaf transpiration - a process called guttation – that has shown high levels of pesticides, especially on corn.   

Get mad, go to the press, kick down a door if you have to.  File a report with your state and the EPA.  Pesticide use is one of the biggest challenges bees face and a straitjacket keeping farmers from becoming self-sufficient in providing our food.  We need to change the way things are going.  Everything is at stake.  

Fall feeding
Imagine a row of hives in an almond orchard.  You know there are 1400 bee hives down this straight line.  Three guys go down the line; the first opens up the hives and set the lid slightly aside to expose the internal feeder.  The middle guy has a gasoline nozzle in his hand, tubed to a 300-gallon tank full of corn syrup on the truck.  He fills all the feeders.  The third guy comes up behind and closes the lids.  That third guy, who more often than not seemed to be me, gets stung up pretty good.  If the bees are not fed, most or all will starve to death. 
 
While temps are still up the bees will take feed.  Once its cold and they aren’t breaking cluster, liquid feeding might be impossible.  Spot problems early – if feed is needed, start it in September.  Don’t be optimistic about the goldenrod flow, because if it doesn’t happen, broodrearing will cease, and the cluster will be very small by the start of winter – too small to take artificial feed.  When the hive clusters up at end of October or November – with temps below 50 degrees – the amount of stored honey should be twice the size of the cluster.  That’s the general rule.        
Winter

If the hive is still light, you can pour dry cane sugar directly into the hive.  This will keep them alive for some time, if they are strong enough to process it, but if a hive is really hungry, its survival chances are iffy.    
Wrapping – November, December – once days consistently do not pass the 50s

If the weather is too warm, the bees will eat more honey.  On warmer days, the bees go to the periphery of the hive and move stored honey towards the cluster area.  Right before you wrap, see if there are empty combs at the back that can be removed.  This gives the bees less space to heat.   

I’ve been putting leaves in a trash bag and laying it on the top bars, and stapling it around the edges, where the cluster might lose some heat, then replacing the lid.  Last year I was too late to get leaves and used some silvery bubble-wrap reflectex and tar paper.  This provides a little extra insulation, though may not even be necessary for a healthy, adapted hive.  Bees are so great.   
Mead making
Traditionally, most honey was for fermentation.  Through thousands of years beekeepers have been brewers – adding to their status as alchemists and wizards.  The oldest-known alcohol was the legacy of the Honeymoon – the gift of mead in hopes the newlyweds would conceive.  Warriors in the time of Beowulf would drink mead to make them brave in battle.  In medieval times a “whole hive” mead was made – taking a skep with live bees, honey, wax, everything, and dunking it into a barrel to ferment.  Bees these days are a little more difficult to come by.  It is said the venom in that mead brought extra potency to those who imbibed.     

My teenage years involved a five gallon bucket underneath the kitchen sink with some cane sugar and bread yeast.  Sometimes Snapple(tm).  It was easy popularity.  But the essence comes with the honey.  A glass carboy with an airlock is a better fermentation vessel.  Oak is the tradition.  All yeasts are pretty similar.  Regular bread yeast works great and makes a strong mead that takes a long time to clarify.  Champagne yeast is often used as it has high alcohol content, though I think it adds a tinny flavor best masked with a little ginger.  Cuvee yeasts are excellent.  More and more I am using the yeasts already present in the pollens to ferment the mead.  This usually is a longer process with less predictable results, but very tasty.  Store shelf meads, sometimes using burnt honey and brewed way too sweet, are often pretty foul, but not to bee judgmental here.      

Dandelion (flower) mead (or is it called a hydromel?) is the kickoff to the season, ready to drink by the summer solstice celebration.  Any fruit or herb can make an excellent melomel (fruit mead), you just need to give it a try.  I never have trouble finding folks to drink whatever I’ve brewed.  There has been some occasional funky stuff:  whole dandelion plant meads, pine needle wine, sorrel mead that was too acidic to drink, several raspberry wines that taste like cough syrup, some stuff that was probably more like vinegar.  But it’s the pollen in it that makes you laugh. 

Mix well 3 to 4 pounds of honey per gallon of warm GOOD water.  I usually use honey from wild hive removals, include wax, propolis, bee bread, nectar, water, and several mashed up bees, casualties from the removing process.  It’s mashed up, strained, sits around for a little day or too, then into the carboy for… well…. 10 years?   a year?

Add some yeast, or just some mashed up bee bread.  Set it in a warm dark spot (wrap it in a dark blanket in a sunny spot).  If it’s a cultivated yeast, give it a taste in about six weeks.  A wild yeast, wait a year, maybe?  You can sample a little off the top with a turkey baster.  As needed, siphon the mead into growlers but don’t totally tighten the caps on these for at least a year.  It takes at least a year for secondary fermentation to subside, clarify, and the flavor to really peak – 6 years is supposedly best.  One day I might be able to hold onto a batch for the long.  Bee responsible.  You will fall in love.

Cold season 
The Vermont country doctor D. C. Jarvis said you can prevent and maybe cure anything with honey and apple cider vinegar.  Add in some propolis, a glass of mead now and then, a sweat lodge and occasional fast, and bee venom.  Six deep breaths every morning.  Yoga – especially if you’ve been a Langstroth box keeper hefting those heavy deeps.  Get a lot of rest.  You’ll be set for life.  And death.  Reflect.  Take some time.  Remember what happened.  Write a book.  Sing a song and crochet a blanket.  Build some stuff, plan for spring.  Relax now, because there won’t be time to make time later.
The following Spring
April, when outdoor temperatures reach the sunny 60s, hives can be looked at without much stress, but be careful of chilling fragile brood.  I rate the overwintered hives – the best hives will go on to build more comb and become a walk away split at the start of swarm season, and the poorer nucs will be given comb from dead outs in the yard, as needed, assuming this comb is clean, and these weaker hives will be totally “busted up” later.  Extra healthy young nucs, (if any), go to the new beekeepers.  As needed, honey is shuffled from the strong to the weak.  This facilitates build up in the hungry / weaker nucs for better bust up splits later with new genetics.  The strong hive’s drive to swarm will now be delayed, hopefully until the walk-away split is performed.  If you do not wish to save the honey combs for new splits, they can be harvested when the dandelions start to bloom.
The queens that survive their second winter and still show exceptional vigor will be brought to my mating locations where I graft and shuffle breeder queens to produce daughter queens for sale through the summer.  I would not call any of my yards “isolated.”  Drone comb in the top bar hives provides ample saturation, there is not an influx of migratory beekeepers in the Hudson Valley, and I am welcoming the genetic addition of drones from any over-wintered, clean hive.  The aim is not control but cultivation.  The goals is to send several hundred of these nucs into each winter.  The natural nest and diverse, linear breeding allow balance to be reached between parasites and the host.  I’ve come to understand that every hive is different.  A different history, recipe, and prophecy.  Every queen is different.  There is no comparing for statistics or pinning down objects, just observing trends and patterns.  I am not trying to prove a specific something works, because nothing works all the time.  Once you look at 100 hives, you see all the rules broken (yes, even the Rule of Thirds), but the patterns are there to help guide decisions to keep the boxes full of bees, a core honey bee “population” that works with the feral hives in the area.  Remember it’s about balance: the bees that survive in balance with pests, microbes, cell size, honey flows, and local conditions.
Prophesy:  Tropilaelops is a parasitic honeybee mite in Asia.  It is supposedly like varroa on steroids.  I imagine that beekeepers there use heavy chemicals for its control.  Supposedly it needs brood to reproduce, so couldn’t survive in a northern dormant period.  The mite, and the industry’s likely retaliation, will be the deathblow to southern beekeeping and the industry as we know it.
Bee Prepared for r/evolution 
If you have a little raised bed of dirt, an empty lot, or a patio with a few buckets, you can grow some serious food.  It might take some trial and error, some precious time spent in the wonder of things that grow, some adjustments and discovery of a way to start, but you can proclaim your garden as the Revolutionary Space it is.  You can feed your family.  You can feed your neighbor’s family.  You don’t need chemicals or production seed stock, or anything anyone would try to sell you.  You just need a little trust.  With a little trust, our minds find peace.  You don’t need a job.  You don’t need to go to school.  Most young people I meet today do not want to take such risks.  They feel moderation is the easy path – first you have a teacher then you have a boss.  A cubicle is safe haven till the economy collapses.  Is 401K a taboo code now?  The only safe haven is on a farm with friends.  The only secure investment is in top soil.  Poetry never came from moderation. 


“If we don’t do the impossible we will be faced with the unthinkable.”  Murray Bookchin

Keep it simple.  The Gloom and Doom Review.  
Safe?  What happens, once we’ve started sharing everything and seceded from ways of violence, when the Invaders come to take our land?  When anarchy is charmed into dictatorship?  We humans do have this history of privatization at no moral scruple.  Folks like Howard Zinn have written down a truthful history of what’s been happening.  What is going to happen?  Well, we will have to convince the Invaders that we don’t have anything they actually want or need, and what they want is simply in each other and in their own emanations.  When the hungry mobs come from the cities, we will invite them and ask for their help digging root cellars and planting grain and vegetables.  Think about it!  Do we have any other choice?   I suppose we could take a tip from the Romans and put up a wall of beehives. 
Evolution: we all do a little work stirring up dirt. 
Let’s help each other change the sheets on the deathbed of industrial agriculture.  That involves slowing down when eating and savoring food.  The next wave of big time celebrities will be people in our own communities.  They won’t be movie stars or politicians.  They will be farmers, and their hard-earned wisdom will be respected as our greatest wealth.  Beyond that, their lives will be sweet and they will die well.
Beekeepers now have a voice.  Be a part of the movement building a world that accepts, connects, and cultivates all forms of life, a network of bioregional wisdom.  To keep our network strong, young and vibrant, we need to shout out what is working and what is changing.  More bees, more beekeepers, more time spent in the simple wonder of nature’s cycles.  Please STOP THE SPRAYING.  Break the cycle of fear.  How we continue on, what matters most here, is what is simple enough to teach a child.  It must be simple.  What we teach our children is our world to bee.  It’s a place where wild things grow.

HELPFUL LINKS

What if something happens?   In all aspects with the bees, think about slowing down.  Take Richard Taylor’s advice: if you don’t know what to do, do nothing and the bees will likely fix it.  But things do happen.  Give me and other beekeepers a call.  Winnie the Pooh said it best: “You never can tell with bees.”

No one place or person can or should answer all the questions.  Check in with my friends here:

Links (Things that go BUZZ in the night)

http://anarchyapiaries.org
http://Beesource.com
http://beemaster.com 
http://Bushfarms.com
http://Bwrangler.com
http://Biobees.com
http://beethinking.com
http://Homegrowngreens.com
http://honeybeelives.org
http://Pollinatethis.org
http://slingshot.tao.ca/index.php
Recommended reading

Read it all with a grain of salt.  There was this old painter I met once.  This was in uppity class suburban NJ which I came to loathe only to understand it’s place, purpose, and future as well as my own even later on, but it had this little backwoods arts community, I found out, anyway.  This old man brought a painting to competition at an uppity class gallery/studio.  I was instantly astounded.  The paint depicted three full, nondescript, faceless figures walking toward the left in profile, varying heights wearing suits of varying colors, small in front, with their three shadows behind them.  They shuffled slowly through a yellow room and had no mind of their destination.  No faces.  The shadow of the third, largest figure on the right bore the shadow of a knife in the back, nowhere to be seen on the actual person!  Right.  You understand.  There is no old man, or paint, or New Jersey.  This is a story I made up in my head.  The knife, though, is very very real.  

-The Major Magazines -

The American Bee Journal – the largest, a wealth of info for any beekeeper.  Some of it is helpful.  Michael Bush made an excellent point when he read the first ABJs of the 1880s.  There is almost no advertising, and all the articles are about helping beekeepers be more self sufficient – producing their own queens, equipment, methods, solving problems on their own - and not spend so much money.  The Journal is not that way today.  Today any beekeeper, for the most part, is dependent on the suppliers.  The process of industrialization requires the disempowerment of the public.
Bee Culture – very user friendly.  more geared towards the left, the hobbyist.  Lots of articles of interesting experiments that finish with “and it worked great on my two hives.”  Bee poems.  Kids stuff.  A lot of well informed writing too.
-the books-

Eva Crane – this, to me, is THE BOOK:   The World History of Beekeeping and Honey Hunting.  Crane’s lifework.  Worth whatever the price.

You can find basic beekeeping in any of the generic bee books, though I enjoyed the philosophy, the “approach,” put forth in Ross Conrad’s “Natural Beekeeping.”  
The best new book:  The Idiots Guide to Beekeeping.   Ignoramus  Ignoramibus. Those folks know whats up about what.
Perhaps the best book on beekeeping is The Catcher in the Rye.  The carousel.

Also:

The One Straw Revolution by Masanobu Fukuoka
Remaking Society / The Ecology of Freedom by Murray Bookchin
A Winter’s Tale by Mark Helprin – changed my vision of New York.
anything by Howard Zinn
anything about Permaculture

About the only other exciting thing that happened in California was when I was lighting a smoker and got it lit only soon to watch my beekeeping cohort, a coworker I knew like my own blood even!, declare that the smoker had gone out and remove most of the contents to his back pocket.  Dumbfounded, I watched and waited for just the right time, when I could tell his bee suit was just starting to feel a bit too warm.  I knew just what I had to say.

“Hey Junior.  Your ass is on fire.”    
Send over your thoughts, feelings, constructive arguments, donations, frustrations, poems, doodles, radical dreams, fishing stories, recipes, and prophesies.  If you get too big for your britches you will be uncovered in the end.      
Website: www.anarchyapiaries.org 
Email:  anarchyapiaries@hotmail.com
Cell phone: 406-396-8357

Address:

Anarchy Apiaries

PO Box 35

Germantown, NY 12526 
