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Preface

 

The object of this book is not to teach beekeeping but to provide a handy beekeeping guide that can be taken into and used in the apiary, as an operational, troubleshooting and disease-diagnosis reference. For a beekeeper, there is so much to know that, out in the field away from manuals and reference books and usually alone, it is often difficult to remember the exact sequence of events for certain tasks and manipulations, or the precise symptoms of a particular disease.

This guide is an attempt to overcome that. It is meant for the beekeeper to use in the field as an aide-memoire and diagnostic tool – something to jog the memory in a variety of situations. Before you leave the apiary, take a glance at the appropriate reference in the book just to make sure that you have remembered to complete everything and that you have picked up your hive tool.

This guide is aimed primarily at the hobbyist beekeeper who knows what they want to do but may, at times, need a hand at doing it. However, beekeepers of all levels will find it useful, and it may suggest a number of alternative methods to professional beekeepers.

I wrote the guide initially for myself because I kept bees in fairly remote areas and often needed to refer to one manual or another over something while out in the field. Kept in a locker in the car, these excellent but usually very expensive books would end up torn and filthy in no time, with half the pages coming adrift.

It is spiral bound for ease of opening and reference out in the apiary and, being in sturdy, hardback form, it is built to last with normal care. So keep it in your bee bag, take it into the field and use it.
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Introduction

There are many variations on a theme, and beekeeping is no exception to this. As this is a field briefing guide, only those manipulations that offer a fair chance of success, based on personal experience and the results of bee research, have been included, and only those diseases where it is possible to make a field diagnosis are listed in Part H. Acarine (tracheal mite) is included in order to impress on beekeepers that, despite popular opinion, there are few – if any – symptoms visible in the field other than a dwindling of the colony. New and exotic pests are detailed as well as the poorly understood (as yet) parasitic mite syndrome and colony collapse disorder, both of which have a definite and evident field diagnosis. It is in every beekeeper’s interest to keep a keen eye out for those problems, such as Tropilaelaps clarae and the small hive beetle, which are not yet in evidence in many areas.

Part A of the guide provides checklists of the important points to consider when siting and setting up an apiary in both country and urban areas. In these days of swift and instant litigation, it is important that beekeepers know and understand their responsibilities both in regard to the welfare of their bees and consideration of their neighbours. The rules for establishing an organic honey-producing apiary are also listed for those who wish to take beekeeping one step further.

Part B of the guide supplies lists of nectar-bearing plants and crops, pollen providers and those plants that will produce honeydew honey. Planting an apiary in the middle of a million acres of wheat will benefit no one, and so knowing which plants are in your area of operations and when they are likely to give nectar is of crucial importance in running a successful beekeeping hobby or business. It is important to remember, however, that you must learn about flowers, climate and timings in your own area or an area where you plan to set up an apiary. A general list can offer only an average of all the known facts, and knowledge will come with experience.

Part C provides both a series of troubleshooting guides for problems commonly associated with colonies and a series of checklists for manipulations designed to overcome these and other problems. Without doubt, there are many more methods of achieving a desired aim than those discussed here, both ‘secret’ and well known, but I have carried out each of the methods listed in this field guide and, while nothing is certain with bees, these methods have a high degree of success.

Part D offers field guidance on swarm prevention and control methods as well as guidance on setting up swarm traps to increase your own stock. This aspect of beekeeping is extremely important in apiary management and deserves special study. There is no more important aspect of beekeeping than controlling swarming if you want both to enjoy beekeeping and to produce an abundance of surplus honey during the season, yet it is one that many beekeepers ignore, at worst, and just hope will go away, at best. You are fighting an almost irresistible urge – one of reproduction, albeit at colony level – but, in most cases, this can be accomplished without resorting to methods that go against the direction the bees want to go in.

Part E introduces various aspects of queen rearing and queen supersedure. As the chief production unit of the colony, carrying out the correct procedures is of great importance for achieving the aim of rearing good queens. Follow the procedures in the guide carefully to ensure the health and success of your queens.

Part F details honey harvest procedures both prior to the harvest and during, and post-harvest, and it is designed to assist beekeepers achieve their goal of an uneventful, successful harvest. Many beekeepers, especially novices, start to worry about the harvest because they are entering new territory, but in fact this is one of the easiest parts of beekeeping if all the procedures are followed. Post-harvest honey checks are included and it should be remembered that the correct storage of honey, especially if it is for sale, is important.

Part G provides a list of the all important seasonal checks that will help you ensure your colonies are moving in the right direction throughout the year. It is always a relief when in the field to be able to refer to a written guide when carrying out checks because, undoubtedly, you will remember that one check you forgot as soon as you arrive home. Keep the hives open until you’ve gone through the lists and all should be well. And remember to pick up your hive tool before you leave the apiary – it’s always the item you lose first.

The comprehensive ‘disease field-diagnosis guide’ in Part H covers most common pests and pathogens and stresses where visual diagnosis is difficult. Varroa is included as well as the not fully understood parasitic mite syndrome and colony collapse disorder, but remember that there are new research findings every week and that beekeepers must keep up to date with these in order to cope with these problems. Also remember that, if you are in a Varroa-listed area and you haven’t got Varroa, then you have got some remarkable bees. Let someone know. You don’t get a vet in beekeeping so it’s up to you!

Part I includes information for beekeepers out in the field in ready-reckoner form. All beekeepers get blanks when trying to remember a conversion factor or how long a drone is in the cell before emergence, or how exactly to do a quick test for Varroa mite numbers! There is a wealth of useful information here at your fingertips, including guidance on the pollination requirements of various crops which you must know if you are talking ‘contracts’ with a prospective client.

The references in Part J form a bibliography of researched information and interesting articles written by experts in their field. I have also included a list of those books I believe to be the classics on the craft and science of beekeeping. Only the main global beekeeping organisations have been included in this part. Many smaller ones tend to fade away or change form or address, and the Beekeeper’s Annual from Northern Bee Books is a very useful and detailed source of this information. A comprehensive index concludes the guide.
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