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“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 editors.
Contributions to, and comments on “Combings” are always
welcome. We would particularly appreciate your pictures for
“Reader’s Hives”.
Please send any copy or comments to: Combings@gmail.com
Combings Editor: Kate Wallace
Assistant Editor is Alan Johnston.
Combings is published quarterly.
The last date for copy for the next edition is:
18th May 2013.
Two Eds.
Another season beckons; it surely must be better than last
year! Whatever the weather, our bees still need caring for, so
ensure you keep on top of Varroa treatments; there is plenty of
advice on Beebase and in the bee press on Integrated Pest
Management (IPM). And despite what proponents of so called
“natural” beekeeping may say, our bees – your bees – will not
survive without IPM. We all hope that something other than
chemical treatments will be available very soon, but in the
meantime, it’s our only weapon.
Many of our colonies usually have access to a crop of oil seed
rape (OSR) for early forage; this year may well be different.
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The weather has affected this crop to such an extent that in
some areas, farmers have already ploughed it up, others are
waiting to see if a few mild days (yes, please!) will “bring it
on”. This year, be prepared to feed colonies at what would
normally be OSR time as the colony build-up needs fuel and
there may be little forage around if the OSR is missing. We
must also be aware that any OSR left in by the farmer may be
late in flowering so our summer honey may have an OSR
content, be aware and prepared to take off summer honey
quickly or it may set solid in the comb and be of no use to bees
or beekeeper!
If you are intrigued by the picture on the front cover of this
edition, you may be interested to know that these are “Sun
Hives”, as promoted by the Natural Beekeeping Trust. Take a
look at their website, but please do also read the article by
Glyn Davies on page 18.

Defra’s boost for bee health.
Defra has published proposals to help beekeepers protect their
hives from pests and diseases. The consultation document is
available via their website.
http://www.defra.gov.uk/news/2013/01/10/boost-for-beehealth/
From the Chair
YDBKA Chairman, Paul Taylor writes:
I hope that you have still some colonies to work with after a
difficult winter. I amalgamated a couple of swarms I’d collected
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in July but they never built up and I kind of knew they wouldn’t
get through; and they didn’t. My other colonies are looking
good and I’m getting them ready for the spring flush of oil seed
rape. It’s all part of planning ahead so that when the flowers
are there, so are the bees. My home apiary is next to a field of
OSR, but the farmer has done little to discourage the pigeons
and they have had a field day. At the request of a farmer just
outside York, I’ll be taking a colony to his fields this year. He
has a decoy bird of prey on a very long pole in the middle of
the field and it seems to be working. It is much greener in his
field, fortunately not one of the many waterlogged ones that
you can still see along the banks of the River Derwent.
My reading wish list this Christmas included a book I’d spotted
earlier. I received the inevitable socks but not the book. “It
was ever thus” my Dad would say “when you want a 30 bus,
three 14s come instead!” So I bought the book and what a
good read it was. ‘Robbing the Bees: A Biography of Honey The Sweet Liquid Gold that Seduced the World’ by Holley
Bishop and published by Simon & Schuster Ltd, 2006. You can
get it new on Amazon or used from Abebooks.
This is a review of it; ‘Honey has been waiting almost ten
million years for a good biography. Bees have been making this
prized food - for centuries the world's only sweetener - for
millennia, but we humans started recording our fascination with
it only in the past few thousand years. Part history, part love
letter, “Robbing the Bees” is a celebration of bees and their
magical produce, revealing the varied roles of bees and honey
in nature, world civilization, business, and gastronomy. To help
navigate the worlds and cultures of honey, Bishop - beekeeper,
writer, and honey aficionado - apprentices herself to Donald
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Smiley, a professional beekeeper who harvests tupelo honey in
Florida. She intersperses the lively lore and science of honey
with lyrical reflections of her own and Smiley's beekeeping
experiences. Its passionate research, rich detail, and
fascinating anecdote and illustrations make Holley Bishop's
Robbing the Bees a sumptuous look at the oldest, most
delectable food in the world.’
I enjoyed it mostly because Holley Bishop learns by her
mistakes and being a journalist, she has an easy to read style.
I hope the spring is good for you and your bees, at least we
can sit and watch them in a greater degree of comfort.

In the apiary.
Clive de Bruyn tells beekeepers to do what is necessary before
the bees find it necessary. It’s good advice.
March
In early March continue to monitor the hive for damage by
weather or pests.
The colony should be growing quickly now and food
consumption will increase considerably, so ensure that fondant
is replenished as there will not be enough forage yet to
maintain a growing colony. Later in the month you can give
Ambrosia or syrup instead of fondant if forage is short, or to
stimulate the colony into early growth. Use a round rapid
feeder or a bucket feeder (the type with mesh in the lid, the
bucket is inverted over the brood box but be careful the lid
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stays on…) which you should place above the brood nest to
make it easy for the bees to find it. If you use a rapid-feeder,
trickle a little syrup down the edge of the central well so it runs
into the brood box, as an edible signal for the bees; syrup has
no scent for the bees to follow and if they don’t know it’s there,
they can’t use it! Proportions for spring syrup are 1 pound of
sugar to 1 pint of water.
NB. This year there may be less OSR, due to last year’s poor
weather, so early colony growth may not be such a good thing.
No two seasons are the same!
March is a good time to change the floor of each hive for a
clean one and get rid of the winter build-up of debris.
April
The colony should be growing very quickly now so a food
supply will need to be maintained if the hive is light-weight.
Ambrosia or syrup should be used now rather than fondant.
When the weather is mild enough the entrance block and
mouse-guard can be removed and brood box inspections can
begin.
Late in the month remove the feeder and put on a queen
excluder and at least one super, to give space for the growing
numbers. If your bees can reach OSR they will start foraging
on it when it comes into flower and will need the storage space
for the income.
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Swarming can begin in April! Makes sure the bees have the
space for any honey AND space for the bees; lack of space may
cause your colony to swarm.
May
The main swarming season begins in May.
Begin thorough, regular inspections and check for swarm
preparation. Give each colony a clean brood box and begin to
remove old comb. Old brood comb harbours disease and
should be replaced systematically as good practice.
Aim to change at least one third of the frames each year or
consider a Bailey comb change or a shook swarm.
Over a few weeks, gradually work old comb to the outside of
the brood box so that it can be replaced, once the brood has
hatched. The queen lays eggs in the centre of the brood box
first and the brood nest expands outwards, so working old
comb to the outside gradually, retains the brood. Place new
frames at the edge of the brood nest so the wax-making bees
can find the foundation easily and draw it out and it’s readily
available for the queen to lay.
Did you know?
Worker bees build up to a peak of wax-production, building
comb when they are aged 10-18 days, after a wax-making
“apprenticeship” spent capping cells.
Thank you to YDBKA’s Bruno Hannemann for this look
into his family’s beekeeping history.
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Beekeeping has always been present in my family. In 1865,
Friederich August Hannemann emigrated from Germany to
Brazil, and settled in a small city called Rio Pardo, in the
southern estate of Santa Catarina. On the ship, he brought with
him 2 beehives of the Apis melifera, the first European bees to
be introduced in Brazil. How he managed to bring these two
hives in a sailboat, is an interesting story by itself, maybe worth
some space in a future edition. Previously, Brazilian beekeepers
were only familiar with the native species, and there wasn’t a
structured, standardised method in their practices. From then
on, the Hannemann name became synonymous with
beekeeping, not only in South Brazil but throughout the
country.
Friederich August was responsible for introducing many
‘modern’ practices and equipment, including the first ever
centrifugal extractor in Brazil (arguably, one of the first few in
the world!), today part of the exhibits housed in the museum of
apiculture on the estate.
His farm, called Fazenda Abelina (loosely translated to Bee
Farm), gradually became a centre of reference for beekeeping,
and gradually Apis beekeeping spread to other parts of the
country.
Fast forward more than 100 years, and in 1956, researcher
Warwick Estevam Kerr brought 23 African nuclei to Piracicaba.
These nuclei had an excluder at the entrance, but it was
accidentally removed and the drones mated with the European
bees, gradually spreading their dominant genes, and by the
early 1960s the Africanised bees had spread south to where my
grandfather and my father were keeping bees (in Curitiba, my
home town). They went through the transition from the much
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more tame and easier to manage European Apis to the much
more aggressive Africanised bees, having to adapt their
practices and equipment to the ‘new’ bees. Their apiary at that
time had approx. 20 hives, and was located in an urban
environment, but the aggressive behaviour of the bees required
a different setting. They moved the apiary to a friend’s farm,
some 30 miles outside the city, and carried on with the same
number of hives until 1974, when my father acquired 160 acres
nearby. The apiary was now moved to this location, and it grew
steadily over time until its peak in the early 1980s, when they
had approximately 110 hives and were producing about 2
tonnes of honey per year. From that time onwards, the
production gradually slowed down, due to the reduction of the
apiary numbers after my grandfather’s death in the late 80's
and also the removal of native forest for agriculture. Currently
my father has approx. 30 hives.
The management of the Africanised bee is considerably
different, mainly because of their aggressive behaviour. The
bees are active for longer, leaving the hive at first light and
returning at dusk. Their protection territory is also a lot bigger,
and they will react quickly and may chase any perceived threat
for more than 300 yards from the hive.
The queen can abandon the hive more easily too, and moving
a hive to a distance smaller than 200-300 yards will likely cause
the bees to abandon the nest and swarm back to their original
location. On the upside, the Africanised bees are very hardy
and productive; it’s not uncommon for a strong hive to fill up 3
or 4 supers per season, producing up to 25Kg per harvest. The
queen is generally happy to stay in the brood box, and a
separator is rarely used.
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Given their aggression, the usual approach is to leave the bees
alone. There is generally no need for regular inspections.
During more severe winters, some of the hives might need
feeding, but the strong hives can store enough food in the
brood box to get them through winter. The queen naturally
reduces her egg laying, which creates the extra space for food
storage in the brood box. Some of the spare honey can be
moved to a hive that is struggling simply by shaking one or two
frames from a strong hive. The strong hives can be left with a
super throughout winter. Of course, the winter in the region is
not as severe as in the UK, but temperatures will drop to below
freezing frequently during June and July. Also, the rainfall in
the region is twice the volume of North Yorkshire, and the
amount of sunshine hours is similar to what we have here.
Despite the high humidity and low temperature in winter,
condensation is not a problem, and the brood boxes have a
solid floor all year round. Although Varroa is present, it doesn’t
generally have a significant impact, and inspection trays are
not used.
Because of the environment and climate, there are a variety of
other insects that can represent a threat to the bees, and care
is taken to prevent access to the hives. Hives are kept on stalls,
at about 2 feet above the ground; the stalls are fitted with a
device to prevent ants and spiders climbing up. The vegetation
also has to be kept under control around the stalls. Having the
hives at this height also facilitates the access for inspection and
harvest.
The equipment is generally similar, with smokers, hive tools,
extractors, etc. The main difference is in the outfit. At least two
layers of thick fabric are mandatory. Any exposed skin will get
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fiercely stung, and trousers are usually worn outside wellies,
with a strong rubber band holding them in place. Even the
slightest gap will be found, and the bees will sting through
leather, rubber and fabric. To minimise the number of dead
bees, my grandfather devised a mesh suit, made with plastic
mesh and worn over the fabric suit. This suit is loose, and
prevents the bees from reaching the fabric. It also offers
increased protection for the beekeeper. The gloves have to be
thick, the examination gloves used in the UK would not offer
enough protection. The beekeeper has to be at a safe distance;
this will vary according to the number of hives in the apiary: a
higher number of hives will proportionally increase their
defence circle. Livestock too, must be kept at a safe distance.
Harvest is in November and March (late spring and summer in
the southern hemisphere), but specifically in the region where
my father has his apiary, an additional harvest is normally done
in early spring to remove the honey of a native tree (Mimosa
scabrella) that flowers in late winter, producing a dark, thick
and slightly bitter honey.
The hives used by my family follow a unique standard. The
origin is uncertain, but it is efficient for the climate. Langstroth
hives are also used throughout the country, reflecting the close
connection with North America and the US.
The beekeepers in Brazil are passionate about bees, whether
they do it as a hobby or as a commercial enterprise. Despite of
the extra challenges presented by the Africanised bees,
beekeeping is, like in the UK, frustrating at times, but equally
an extremely rewarding activity.
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Hopefully, there will be more from Bruno in later editions.

Fuller’s Earth
Thanks to John, for both these articles.
The honey cart man.
Reading a local history book this title caught my eye - a
beekeeper taking his crop to the market on a cart, I thought.
Nothing could be further from the truth! The honey cart man
pushed an iron-tyred handcart round a village in the years
before 1939, emptying toilets at 3d a time. He must have been
employed by the Parish, as he kept asking them to fit rubber
tyres to his cart, but they kept refusing.
The honey-cart man would patronise the local fish and chip
shop, but if the owner saw him coming, he would dash out and
give him his fish and chips down the path rather than let him
into the shop and drive all his customers away.
It must have been a successful business though, as he bought
three cottages in a nearby village.
More on Catenery hives…
The article [about the Catenery hive] in “Combings” Number 43
set me thinking. During my time keeping bees, two catenary
hives passed through my hands. I used them for demonstration
purposes and disposed of them some time ago, not having
sufficient storage space to keep them. Caternery hives were
designed by Bill Bielby in 1968 but who made them for him I
do not know; if anyone can enlighten me then I would be
interested.
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They were built to take national supers, queen excluders and
crown boards. Drawings for the Catenary hive are in Bill’s book
”Home Honey Production”. This book is available from the
Association library. Another short piece on the Catenary hive
can be found in Len Heath’s book “A Case of Hives” [also
available from YDBKA library].
Frames for the Catenary hive were simply a top bar with three
options:
1. A starter strip to encourage bees to start drawing comb in
the right direction (the same as the Kenyan top bar hive
and the Warre hive that are in vogue). The weakness of
this method is when you come to lift frames out of the
brood box; if the frame is turned horizontally, as when
looking into cells for eggs, then the whole comb will break
away from the top bar.
2. Nylon reinforced foundation. This is where nylon mesh is
painted with wax to give some rigidity before being
secured to the top bar. Such foundation was not available
commercially so has to be made at home. There is a
chapter in the book on how to make foundation. Again, if
the frame is held horizontally then the comb will break,
but at least the nylon reinforcing will stop it falling to the
ground.
3. A top bar with a piece of thin timber formed to match the
catenary of the hive. A picture in the book shows Mr
Bielby holding such a frame.
Not having a separate floor, I found that condensation ran to
the bottom of the catenary, causing it to rot. One of my
catenaries had a galvanised sheet lining in an attempt to
reduce this rot, but found little success. These hives would not
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be suitable for modern beekeeping as the combined brood box
and floor would make it impossible to count Varroa drop.
John Fuller.

Book shelf.
Alan makes another recommendation for a book by David
Cramp.
“The Beekeepers Field Guide” by David Cramp.
The book review feature in “Combings” has only run for a few
issues, and so it may seem a little odd to be reviewing a
second book by the same author within twelve months. David
Cramp, however, is a seriously good operator, and I know that
his “Beekeeping Manual”, reviewed last year, was bought by
quite a few YDBKA members who found it to be most useful.
His “Field Guide”, first published in 1999, has been updated
and re-issued and will not disappoint. As a new season
approaches and newer beekeepers wonder what to expect
when they first take off the roof (will we remember all last
year’s practical lessons??), Cramp’s “Field Guide” comes to the
rescue. With bullet pointed, trouble-shooting lists for every
condition and manipulation imaginable, good colour photos of
pests and diseases and a good Varroa management section,
the book is quite simply essential in ones early years in the
craft, and is handy as an aide-memoire for those who think
they can remember.
Content aside, the book’s main value lies in its construction, it
is laminated, spiral bound and designed to fit into ones tool-box
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or bee-suit pocket. If you are in the middle of a wet field,
unsure of what you are looking at, you don’t need a coffeetable bee book (and heaven knows, there are plenty of them!);
you need an easy to read, easy to clean, practical guide by
someone who’s done the job for a living. If you only buy one
book this season, make it this one. Get Cramp!
Available from Thornes, Northern Bee Books and usual outlets
for around £17 + p and p.
Did you know?
Age polyethism is the term used to describe the change in
activities of the worker bee related to its age.
Taking the sting.
I am grateful to YDBKA member Kerry Roberts, for this
article. Please let me know if anyone else also noticed
this effect.
I have been stung several times this year, being a novice I
know it’s inevitable. The effects, as promised, began to be less
noticeable the more I got stung. I have heard of the medical
benefits of bee stings – my Grandmother used to have bee
stings applied for her arthritis in the 1960s, for example, but I
wondered if any members can corroborate the effects bee
stings have on other insect bites?
Recently, I was lucky enough to take some winter sun, in the
Caribbean. Having been to enough places that have a healthy
population of mosquitoes, I was not looking forward to the
itching from the “mozzie” bites that I knew would plague us.
No amount of “Deet” based products had helped before; this
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time I even invested in a machine that delivers an electric
shock to stop the itching!
On the first night I left our balcony and spotted the tell-tale
raised red bumps on my legs and resigned myself to a fortnight
of scratching. To my surprise, the lumps took a cursory scratch
and they never bothered me again. This happened all through
the holiday. My husband spent hours each night itching, but
always after a slight itch, my bites never disturbed me. The
only things that had changed from previous visits to mosquitoinfested shores had been the bee stings I have had this year.
Is this a recognised benefit of beekeeping? Has anyone
encountered this effect? Is there no end to be benefits of
beekeeping? [Probably not…Ed.]
Amazing footage.
This link to YouTube was sent to me by Dhonn Atkinson, our
Bee Inspector. It contains some astonishing footage of a queen
emerging, a drone comet and a mating taking place, mid-air.
How did they do that?
http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v
=89rtOi1FcoQ

Can you help?
YDBKA member Anthony Day needs a hand.
“We have to go to a conference in May. We went this year and
last year, and both times our bees swarmed while we were
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away. Is there any YDBKA member who would be prepared to
carry out an inspection in our absence and try and stop it
happening again? Happy to return the favour at another time
of year! The bees are kept off the Fulford Road in York.”
If you can help, please
acmeday@btinternet.com

contact

Anthony

via

email:

NATURAL BEEKEEPING AND PESTICIDES
The Editor subscribes to the Devon Beekeepers Association
magazine, “Beekeeping”. This article is reproduced by kind
permission of the author, Glyn Davies. Glyn would be
interested in any feedback. Please send any comments via
“Combings”. The front page of this edition shows an example
of a Sun Hive.
On Sunday 21st October many readers will have seen
"Countryfile" on BBC1 and watched with concern as Julia
Bradbury stoically braved the bee in her long hair and the sting
over her right eye, responding just as a professional, copewith-anything TV presenter should. But what opinion did you
have of the beekeeper and her suspended inverted cone hive
made from wicker and cow dung? The arguments put for this
particular style of beekeeping were that it was natural,
sustainable and did not force bees to conform, against their
instincts, to live with conventional human imposed systems
involving regular inspections, framed, removable combs and
chemical medication which "must be" the cause of honeybee
stresses and decline in recent years.

17

These justifications for a particularly extreme form of natural
beekeeping are also put forward by advocates of other
"natural" apicultural systems which have become fashionable in
recent years.
Top bar hives, Warré hives, Biodynamic
beekeeping and so called organic treatments, from essential
oils to beetroot extract. Their rising popularity, some tried by
most beekeepers, seem to show a shade of panic as we all try
to manage an increasingly difficult situation when our own
experiences show that bee colonies are dying off more
frequently and easily than a generation ago. We are in the
dark but where do we look for light?
Some beekeepers are putting their trust and convictions into
the mystic worlds of ley lines, runes, homeopathy and cow
dung! Gurus such as Rudolph Steiner and his mystical ideas of
reincarnation,
human
spirituality
and
super-sensory
consciousness have become respectable and even accepted by
the current government as a valid basis for a so called Free
School with taxpayer funding.
Rudolph Steiner certainly
believed that bees had super senses and an unfathomable but
efficiently functioning social organisation that we should strive
to understand for our own benefit.
Inevitably, the Natural and Biodynamic beekeepers and other
"Greens" and fellow travellers are delighted to point out that
the new and now globally used, insecticides known as
neonicotinoids must be the cause and the massive
international, profit making, chemical manufacturers brought to
account for their exploitation and reckless profit-making.
Although experience and the standardised testing now required
for every pesticide before release have shown that these
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compounds are free from unacceptable risk to bees when used
correctly, they are now being targeted for elimination. But
they are also considered non-toxic to mammals including
humans and their pets. At a time of increasing world food
shortage it must be serious and risky to eliminate these
important chemicals regardless of the consequences. Save the
planet or feed its people? Is that the choice we now have to
confront?
So we have a toxic, political mix of anti-capitalist, anti-science,
new-age religions
and philosophies entering beekeeping,
camouflaged by appearing sympathetic to the environment
holistically (another favourite word in their vocabulary) with
apparent respectability but with a vociferous, critical rejection
of the science and technology that have guided apiculture since
the Langstroth revolution. There is even tolerance by BBKA as
top bar beekeeping is now acceptable within the Basic
assessment syllabus. Will the impossible to examine internally
Sun hive also be acceptable? Might not cow dung contain
dangerous E.coli organisms? How hazardous is that to the
makers and handlers of the hive and would bees naturally
choose a cow dung covered cavity to live in?
However, there are many reasons why neonicotinoids should
continue to be researched very thoroughly. There could well
be, so far poorly considered, sub-lethal effects on bees
especially to their delicate, sensitive navigation systems
although no absolute evidence has so far appeared. "Absence
of evidence is not evidence of absence" as is often stated, but
a decision has to be made sometimes on evidence that is, or is
not, available. The extreme environmental campaigners have
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invented the infamous Precautionary Principle, giving it the
distinction of capital initials like that of Archimedes. But
cautious and careful risk-taking is integral to progress and
often unavoidable. Is absence of research the reason for
absence of evidence?
There may also be complicated, un-anticipated, harmful
interactions between the neonicotinoids
and other new
environmental changes or introductions. But blindly banning
these compounds could create even more global challenges
such as famine or agricultural bankruptcy. It is well to
remember two facts of life. Much human progress has come
from mistakes, possibly more than from first time successes.
Secondly, conventional science and technologies have given
most of the world's growing population the highest ever
standards of health, comfort and longevity and hope for a
better life for the rest. We move away from conventional
systems and true science at our peril even though these
systems themselves are prone to human error and weakness.
Careful, cautionary innovation is vital and I believe has so far
been recognised by authorities and research organisations but
if more complicated, expensive, scientific investigation is
needed then it must be done. That is what beekeepers should
work for, not a blanket pesticide ban with its own potentially
disastrous consequences.
Glyn Davies
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Did you know?
All insects produce wax, it is their waterproofing! Look at an
aphid under a magnifying glass to see the tiny flakes of wax.
The production of beeswax takes place when young bees are
gorged with honey or sugar syrup, they hang together in a
cluster, clinging to each other in “chains” to maintain a
temperature of around 95 - 97°F. It takes around a day for the
first wax to appear. The process will continue as long as a fresh
supply of food is available. Bees can distinguish between
stored, sealed honey and current income and they will only
draw wax when fresh supplies are available; this is why it is
important to make food available to a nuc or a newly hived
swarm.

Beeswax is exuded as tiny transparent wax scales from the four
pairs of wax glands in the bee’s abdomen.

Reader’s hives.
This edition’s featured lovelies were sent in by Dhonn Atkinson,
along with his “December diary”. So now we know what Bee
Inspectors get up to in the close season!
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Dhonn says:
During the "off season" the Food and Environment Research
Agency have had many bee inspectors out and about tracking
down infected ash trees. Thus the season end beekeeping was
slightly neglected. The bees were fed and treated but mouseguards in some apiaries were overlooked until late. A mouseguard wouldn't have stopped the intruder. The hole in the roof
was made by a rat that exploited the vent hole in this homemade roof and chewed his way in. The rat had found a pollen
substitute patty, which had been ignored by the bees, and had
decided not to go any further luckily - this hive contains a very
expensive breeder queen.
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The second image shows gnawing damage to the front
entrance of another hive, which would have been avoided if the
guards had been put in place sooner.
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