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The password for the members area of the YDBKA website is: 

beesatyork 
 
“Combings” is the newsletter of the York & District Beekeepers 
Association. Views expressed in the newsletter are those of the 
individual contributors and not necessarily those of the 

Association as a whole or of the editor. 

Contributions to, and comments on “Combings” are always 
welcome. I would particularly appreciate your pictures for 

“Reader’s Hives”.  

Please send any copy or comments to: Combings@gmail.com 

Combings Editor: Kate Wallace 

73 Keble Park South 

Bishopthorpe  

York YO23 2SU 

Tel: 01904 778319  

Assistant Editor is Alan Johnston 

Proof reader is Julie Bishop  

Combings is published quarterly.  

Please note that the last date for copy for the next 

edition is:  

18th May 2017. 



4 

Two Eds. 

Writing this in mid-February, we have a day borrowed from 

spring, my bees are bringing in pollen and today saw an early 

queen bumblebee in flight. This weather can’t last, of course.  

Spring is a critical time for bees. The queen will start egg laying 

as the weather warms up, so the colony size starts to increase. 

Keep a careful check on food stores in February and March. In 

the early months of the year foraging opportunities and the 

weather are unreliable; with more mouths to feed, colony 

demand can outstrip supply very easily. Feed with either fondant 

or syrup, depending on the weather; with a liquid intake the bees 

need to be able to get outside to remove the excess fluid from 

the digestive system. 

The image on the front page should make us all glad we have 

less cumbersome (and probably more effective) protective 

clothing. 

 

 Hieroglyphic of the Bee from ancient Egypt 

 

Recent meetings 

The two recent Murton meetings were both well attended. The 

Mitchell’s presentation on poly hives and hive warming was 

informative and entertaining. I personally remain unconvinced 

about the need for such extensive insulation, except for nucs, 
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and would direct members to EB Wedmore’s book “The 

Ventilation of Beehives” for the counter-argument. 

Margaret Thomas’ visit to York in February was a chance to hear 

a speaker of great reputation talking about “Why bees behave 

the way they do”. From the list of references given at the end, 

the stand-out book was Mark Winston’s “The biology of the 

honeybee” which should be on every beekeepers’ book-shelf, 

and covers far more than just biology. A modern classic. 

 

Work for early spring – a checklist 

Alan's top tips. 

 Ensure now that your colonies have sufficient stores and/or 

fondant. Many colonies survive the winter only to starve in 

spring as brood laying and thus their energy consumption 

increases without any corresponding availability of 

incoming nectar. Fondant rather than syrup is appropriate 

for this time. 

 A limited first inspection on a mild day in March is useful to 

confirm if you have a laying queen. 

 If the hive is queen-less, it won’t be possible to do anything 

until early April, at which time you can insert a frame of 

eggs from another colony with a 50-50 chance of a 

successful mating. 

Although ventilation is important in winter, heat conservation to 

aid thousands of developing larvae becomes more important. 

Insert the collection trays on mesh floors, or better still put your 

hives on solid floors, to reduce the air-flow throughout March up 
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to mid-April (2 x brood cycles), after which you can restore your 

mesh floors again. 

You will need to consider how you are going to set up your brood 

nests for the season. Almost certainly, some of your 10 – 12 

brood frames will still be full of winter stores: retain three or four 

good ones but any more than that simply take up potential laying 

space. Other frames may need to be replaced as part of a frame 

replacement/disease management programme. 

 There is a spectrum of frame replacement strategies, from the 

drastic (but potentially very effective) “shook-swarm ” procedure 

to the gentler 3 or 4 frame per year swap, with the Bailey comb 

change manipulation somewhere in between. 

 

YDBKA Vice President John Fuller will be demonstrating these 

techniques at his apiary on 1 April 2017 so make a note in your 

diary! 

 

Oilseed rape 

Simply getting your bees through winter can be dizzying enough, 

especially if you are new to the craft. Then it’s floor and box 

replacements, new frames, bees everywhere and suddenly the 

rape is out. 

Oilseed rape (OSR), in the quantity we see it today, is a relatively 

new phenomenon and its properties can still catch beekeepers 

out. The bees find both its pollen and nectar highly attractive 

and the nectar, which is high in glucose, has the property of 

setting quickly both in the hive and after extraction. 
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The standard advice of not removing combs for extraction until 

most of the cells are capped doesn’t quite hold true for OSR. My 

interpretation is that the nectar is coming into the hive so quickly 

and is such a rich source of carbohydrate, that the bees send the 

wax builders/cappers out on foraging duties early, rather than 

keep them on the less productive hive duties. The result is that 

much OSR honey in the hive is ready for extraction even though 

it’s not capped. (Turn the frame upside down and give it a shake. 

If little or no nectar splashes out then it’s ready for extraction). 

Once the bees have finished with one super and move on to 

another, you’ve got perhaps two or three days before the honey 

in the first super begins to set in the frame. Even the slight drop 

in temperature caused by the bees moving away from the frames 

in the finished super is enough to trigger the granulation 

process: finished frames need to be spun out ASAP. 

Once spun out and extracted, I usually leave my mid-summer 

honey in a settling tank for a day or two before running it into 

buckets, but am far more cautious for OSR; then it’s for no more 

than twelve hours, after which it’s bucketed. Leaving it any 

longer risks the whole lot setting solid in the tanks and then it 

becomes the devil’s own job to get it out (although Thornes will 

sell you a tool for just that task!). 

Glucose-rich honey such as OSR sets with a fine-grain, which 

makes it ideal for processing into hard or soft-set honey. If you 

are going to use it for such then ensure that your processing 

temperature never goes above 32-34°C. If you do heat it to 

normal runny honey temperature of 47-50°C, and let it cool 

again to reset, it will do so but with an extremely grainy texture 

making it rough and sugary on the tongue. 
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Chalkbrood 

Keep an eye out for Chalkbrood, which normally shows itself in 

the spring. Chalkbrood is not usually a serious disease among 

strong, healthy colonies, however, in smaller colonies or those 

under stress (for example suffering with a heavy varroa 

infestation) it can be a problem. Chalk brood is caused by the 

fungus Ascosphaera apis which is ingested by the larvae as the 

spores germinate and multiply; the larva eventually dies of 

starvation. Initially the dead larvae will be covered with a 

“mouldy” cotton wool-like growth. The larval body is swollen by 

the fungus will eventually harden to the distinctive 'mummified' 

appearance with a mottled white, grey and black colouration. 

Worker bees uncap the cells of dead larvae so the mummies will 

be clearly visible in the brood area and around the hive entrance 

as they are discarded by the workers.  Each chalkbrood mummy 

produces millions of infective spores which stick to the comb, 

hive components and adult bees (spores are transferred 

between colonies on contaminated equipment), so make sure 

that all equipment is scorched clean before it is re-used in 

another hive. Comb renewal also will help to reduce the number 

of spores. 

 Avoiding damp apiary sites will minimise the effect of 

chalkbrood in colonies. Keep hives dry and ventilated by 

raising them off the ground, use mesh floors and further 

improve ventilation by lifting the crown board edges slightly 

with match sticks in the winter, also cut back vegetation 

around hives. It’s not the cold that kills colonies in winter, 

it’s the damp! 

 Don't let the colony run short of food at any time.  
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 Keep strong colonies with a good ratio of bees to brood. 

Avoid manipulations that will result in a low number of 

adults, e.g. making up a nucleus and leaving it in the same 

apiary where the flying bees will return to the parent 

colony. 

 Colonies that have a tendency to chalkbrood can be re-

queened, this usually seems to do the trick. 

It was interesting to read this “remedy” that Roger Patterson has 

added to the website of the late Dave Cushman: 

“One well known method of reducing chalk brood is to cut a 

banana lengthways, open it out and place on the top bars of the 

brood frames. I don't know what it does, but many people report 

it works. Perhaps it encourages the bees to be more hygienic, so 

they clear out the mummies, making it look as if the chalk brood 

has reduced, or it may be the decomposing banana is giving off 

a substance that is controlling the chalk brood. I have never tried 

this myself, but I will one day.” 

If you have tried this, please do get in touch with “Combings” 

and let us know what happened. 

 

Coming up at YDBKA 

Janet Cole has given us another first rate programme of events 

for this year. Coming up: 

Wednesday 15th March 7.30 pm at Murton, a talk from Dr Giles 

Budge “Pesticides, pathogens, pests and pollinators”. Giles is a 

Fellow of the Royal Society of Entomology, a member of the Bee 

Health and Advisory Forum and he is a beekeeper. 
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NB Change of date for the annual dinner, it will now be on 

31st March 2017 at Novotel, Fishergate, York. 

Saturday 1 April 12.00 Apiary visit to our Vice-President John 

Fuller’s site in Howden. 

Wednesday 12 April Half-yearly AGM at Murton 7.30. 

Saturday 6 May Annual auction 9.00 – 3.00. Auction starts at 

12.00. 

Saturday 13 May at Murton, apiary visit with Martin Ainsley, the 

Association apiary manager. 

 

Fondant and syrup for sale 

David Bough has plenty of syrup and fondant in stock as usual: 

syrup is £18 per jerry can and fondant is £19 per box.  

David is in Holtby. Contact him via email at: 

david.bough@wardstheflorist.co.uk or by phone 07713 256522  

Alan Johnston also has syrup and fondant for sale at the same 

prices. Alan is near Selby, his phone number is 01757 633202. 

For the one-hive beekeeper, Alan will sell a single 2.5 kg pack of 

fondant at £4. 

 

Know thine enemy 

With the arrival of the Asian Hornet in the south-west of England 

last year, a lot of attention has rightly been directed towards its 

identification and trapping. It may be that the “outbreak” has 

been completely cleared up, but others individuals will surely 

cross the Channel at some point and it will be “game on” again. 
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We do have an actual killer in our hives, lest we forget, and its 

name is Varroa. Keep an eye – or trap – out for the Asian Hornet 

but remember to continue your Varroa regime. Use mesh floors, 

practice sacrificial drone removal, use icing sugar if you wish, 

Api-bioxil on swarms and consider other approved products once 

you’ve taken the last of the honey off, but keep varroa levels 

down otherwise the dangers of the Asian Hornet will be moot as 

you won’t have any colonies for them to predate! 

…and while we’re talking about varroa… 

The adoption of oxalic acid as a varroa treatment some eight 

years ago provided the thoughtful beekeeper with options other 

than the standard winter “trickle”. A collected swarm, newly 

hived on foundation would be carrying its entire varroa load 

phoretically, i.e. the mites would all be attached to the bodies of 

the bees. Give the hived swarm 24 hours to settle down, and 

either early morning or late evening apply oxalic acid and you 

have a good chance of a high mite hit rate. But there’s another, 

and, to my mind, more elegant option. Experienced swarm 

collectors know that the chances of a swarm staying put in its 

new home can be increased by placing a frame of brood from 

another hive in the middle of the foundation; bees are loathe to 

abandon brood, whether it’s their own or not. If that brood frame 

were to contain a significant percentage of uncapped brood, the 

phoretic varroa would do what they are programmed to do and 

move from the bodies of the swarm bees into the larval cells just 

before they are capped. The swarm’s varroa load would be 

trapped on one frame; remove and dispose of it once all the cells 

are capped and you have a clean colony, and no chemicals! 
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Pollen sources in spring 

Some important sources during the early spring months are 

Snowdrop, crocus, willow, hazel, gorse and dandelion. 

 

Comment from a reader 

Davina Turner got in touch with Combings@gmail.com to take 

issue with the report on the 2016 Honey Show.  

“I’d like to make a comment regarding an article in Issue 60 - 

Honey Show 2016 on p10.  I was very disappointed with the 

wording of the article, particularly the second and last 

paragraphs which I felt were extremely negative towards newish 

members who had obviously made an effort to enter items for 

judging.  I would like to think that it wasn’t meant to put new 

members off and that the wording was perhaps not quite 

correct.  I would recommend an apology and more of a ra ra ra 

to get everyone to submit entries for the next Show.” 

The “Combings” Editors looked again at the article on the Honey 

Show. 

 

On reflection, we omitted to mention that there was a very 

disappointing absence of the senior members who usually 

contribute to the Show, with both content and quality. We 

understand it was the lowest number of participating members 

and of entries since our records began. The lack of entries and 

the quality of some of the honey on show was not just the 

opinion of the writer of the item, but was noted in his closing 

comments, by the show judge, Ivor Flatman, and also by Rob 

Parnaby, winner of this year’s trophy. 
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There was absolutely no intention whatsoever to be negative 

towards, or to put off, any of our newer members. The item did 

state that it was encouraging for the future that they were in the 

majority.  In fact, on this particular occasion, there would have 

been very little on show without their efforts. 

 

Our understanding is that the committee intend to advertise the 

2017 Show more widely, which will hopefully bring the numbers 

of exhibits back to the 3-figures we would normally expect to 

see. We believe the problem identified is a lack of training, and 

the article was intended to be a nudge to the committee that 

there is a requirement for such. 

 

The issue of the quality of the honey on show is the nub of the 

matter. Our honey for sale is, after all, how we are judged by 

the public. 

 

Did you know? 

Yours sincerely… 

The origin of the expression “Yours sincerely” comes from “sine 

cera”, meaning “without wax”. Unscrupulous Roman sculptors 

would hide their mistakes by filling up the cracks or chips with 

bleached beeswax. However, when their works were placed in 

the sun, the wax would melt and their deceit would be revealed. 

The genuine craftsmen would make it known that their work was 

“sine cera”. 
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How Do Bees Find Flowers? It's Electric! 

For the most part, bees tend to buzz around minding their own 

business. However lately, bees have found themselves in the 

spotlight as environmentalists voice loud concerns over global 

bee decline. And thanks to scientists like Gregory Sutton of the 

University of Bristol, we’re continually making new discoveries 

that help to combat colony collapse. He always knew that there 

was an intrinsic relationship between flowers and bees, but 

couldn’t pinpoint exactly what it was that attracted the insects in 

the first place. And more importantly, how they could distinguish 

between different species. While most people would cite colour 

or smell as possible factors, Sutton asserts that the monogamous 

relationship is in fact, electric! In a study published in the 

Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, Sutton 

explains that the fuzz covering the bodies of bees is about more 

than just aesthetics. Using their tiny hair follicles, bees are able 

to sense the natural electric fields of flowers, and hone in on 

their favourite plants. This essentially allows them to choose 

what species they want to pollinate. 

"The bumblebees can feel that hair bend and use that feeling to 

tell the difference between flowers," says Sutton. 

While the concept of electroreception isn’t new, it’s unique to see 

it at work in a land organism. Sharks, eels and platypuses are all 

equipped with the ability, yet the presence of water is a keynote 

factor. That said, the British bees studied by Sutton and his 

team are able to detect the minute electric charge fluctuations 

emitted by flowers, despite the fact that there’s no water to carry 

the vibrations. 
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Sutton and the team confirmed this theory by using an ultra-

sensitive laser beam to detect tiny motions in the hairs. An 

electrode was used to record activity in nerve cells, with results 

showing that the fuzzy strands warped in response to electric 

fields. This stimulus then sends signals to the nervous system, 

which allows the bees to sense the presence of electric fields, 

and respond accordingly. 

"I'm very excited by this because these little mechanically 

sensitive hairs are common all over the insect world," says 

Sutton. "I think this might be something we see in more insects 

than just bumblebees." 

https://www.labmate-online.com/news/news-and-

views/5/breaking_news/how_do_bees_find_flowers_it39s_elect

ric/39410 

 

Fuller’s earth 

Not-so-pretty poly! John Fuller reminds us that whilst 

components of wooden hives – floors, boxes, crown boards etc. 

are pretty much interchangeable between manufacturers, this is 

not always true of polystyrene parts. 

The thickness of the polystyrene can vary from one producer to 

another, so that whilst internal faces can be flush, the external 

surfaces may not be, resulting in the possibility of them not being 

entirely rain proof. Check before buying, or stick with one 

manufacturer. 

Did you know? 

Honey is hygroscopic and may absorb moisture from its storage 

environment.  
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How many of us have a favourite bee hormone? Alan does! 

What’s your favourite hormone? 

How can you not have one? In honeybees, mine is absolutely 

“juvenile hormone”, usually shortened to JH, and it affects the 

bee at the pupal stage in a variety of ways. 

It is produced in the corpora allata, a tiny pair of glands situated 

just behind the brain and which are part of the endocrine system. 

The endocrine system produces hormones which are released 

into the bees’ haemolymph (“blood”) and affects a whole range 

of developmental processes. 

High levels of JH, when the developing bee is at the larval stage, 

keep it thus: only when levels of JH fall below that of another 

endocrine hormone, ecdysone, does it become a pupa and begin 

its series of moults (or ecdysis) and progress to adult form. 

Surprisingly, it is also involved on the decision-making process 

about whether a fertilized egg develops into a worker or a queen. 

All fertilized eggs have the potential to develop into a queen. The 

larvae which hatch from eggs laid in queen cells are fed with a 

different composition of brood food to those laid in worker cells. 

It has a sugar level, almost 1/3 higher than worker food, which 

has the effect of inducing the queen larvae to consume more of 

the mixture. What is less well known is that the increase in sugar 

also starts the release of JH in the larval system which triggers 

the development of queen organ development, especially 

ovaries, rather than normal worker characteristics.  

So, juvenile hormone? It’s just got to be the best! 
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Your local, family run Garden Centre 

Stockists of Beekeeping Equipment 

since 1978  

Thornes agents, stocking over 130 of the most popular lines plus 1lb 

squat & 12oz hexagonal honey jars and lids 
 

Open 360 days a year 

Summer (March – September) Monday – Saturday 9.00am – 6.00pm 

Winter (October – February) Monday – Saturday 9.00am – 5.30pm 

Sundays 10.30am – 4.30pm 

Stockton-on-the-Forest, York. YO32 9UE. Tel: 01904 400141 

www.deansgardencentre.co.uk 
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CLARO BEES LTD.  for all your beekeeping supplies 

 

Opening times: 

Saturday mornings from 9am – 12.30pm on the following dates: 

 

Beekeeping Season:  March 21st to October 31st (inclusive) 

Fondant & Oxalic Acid Winter Special       Dec 3rd 

 

 Very keen prices on all items. 

 Comprehensive stocks of  hive parts & accessories, 
foundation, tools, smokers, clothing, queen rearing 
equipment, medications, jars & lids, candle making 
equipment and books. 

 Ample FREE parking adjacent to shop. 

 Knowledgeable beekeepers are always present to offer 
impartial advice on suitability of equipment prior to 
purchase as well as beekeeping problems. 

 

In order to keep our prices low, CLARO BEES LTD. continue 

to handle payments by cash and cheque only. 

 

Find us:  first left after the RHS Harlow Carr Gardens, Crag 

Lane, Harrogate, HG3 1QA 

 

e-mail: ClaroBees@hrbka.org.uk 

 

mailto:ClaroBees@hrbka.org.uk
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Thanks go to Peter Crosby for this report and photo from the 

recent workshop at Murton. 

The Asian Hornet Trap workshop held on 28 January at the bee 

pavilion at Murton. The workshop was very well attended with 

the twenty-four members attending making for a tight squeeze 

in the pavilion! Led by Paul Appleton and Margaret Langstaff, the 

place was soon buzzing with everyone managing to construct a 

trap to the latest pattern issued by the NBU. 

 


