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5 Dec  Social Meeting 
Park House, Sutton Coldfield 

Sutton 
Coldfield 

6 Dec 7.30 Branch Meeting 
Quiz from Peter Dixon 
Those who came last year will know his quizzes are 
inventive & funny. Followed by Christmas munchies 
in a bring & share buffet 
Friends Meeting House, Regent Street, Rugby 

Rugby 

9 Dec Noon 
for 1pm 

Christmas Lunch  

Westley Hotel, Westley Road, Acocks Green.   

To book: call/mail Diana Phillips 0121 444 4005  
bdbka.socsec@aol.co.uk 

Birmingham 

11 Dec 7.30 Branch Meeting 
Old Beekeeping Videos and Nibbles 
Methodist Hall, Blossomfield Road, Solihull  
B91 1LG. 

Solihull 

11 Dec 7.30 Second Monday Meeting 
Seasonal Quiz & Buffet 
The Gate Inn, Upper Brailes, OX15 5AX 

Shipston 

12 Dec  Social Meeting 
Park House, Sutton Coldfield 

Sutton 
Coldfield 

18 Dec 7.30 Branch Meeting 
Christmas Quiz & Social.  Please bring food for the 
buffet   All Saints Church Hall, Rectory Lane,  
Allesley, CV5 9EQ 

Coventry 

8 Jan 7.30 Second Monday Meeting 
The Gate Inn, Upper Brailes, OX15 5AX 

Shipston 

8 Jan 7.30 Branch New Year’s meal and get-together 
The Fieldhouse, 10 Knightcote Drive, Solihull,  
B91 3JU  
Friends and Family welcome. Please phone Mark 
Robinson (0121 706 5859) in advance. 

Solihull 

15 Jan 7.30 Branch Meeting 
Selection of Old Beekeeping Films 
All Saints Church Hall, Rectory Lane,  
Allesley, CV5 9EQ 

Coventry 

17 Jan 7.30 Branch Meeting 
Communication in Honey bees  Celia Rutland. 
An intriguing explanation on how honey bees  
communicate with each other 
Friends Meeting House, Regent Street, Rugby 

Rugby 

 Warwickshire Events  

http://www.bw-westleyhotel.co.uk/
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18 Jan 
 

 Branch Meeting  Subject TBC 
Erdington Church Centre 

Sutton 
Coldfield 

26 Jan 7.30 Branch Meeting  
Improving Habitats for Bees (& Other Pollinators in 
Birmingham)  Nicola Farrin, Principal Ecology  
Officer at BCC 
Dame Elizabeth Cadbury Hall, Firbank Close, 
Bournville, B30 1UA 

Birmingham 

As members of the WBKA you are welcome to attend any of the meetings 
and events listed in the Warwickshire diary pages 

 

EDITORIAL 
 
As the festive season and the New Year approaches (too         
rapidly!), I would like to take this opportunity to sincerely thank all 
the Warwickshire members who have contributed items for           
Warwickshire Beekeeper during 2017; 
Firstly, thank you to all the various branch members who keep us 
appraised of the dates, events and meetings taking place in the 
County.  A lot of work is done at Branch level (usually by a      
dedicated few) on behalf of the wider membership and it is lovely 
to hear all about these activities each month.  I would strongly 
urge every member to get involved in their branch activities as 
much as they can.  Meet other beekeepers and learn from their        
experience and expertise or share your own knowledge.  I know 
from experience that it makes beekeeping even more enjoyable! 
Secondly, I would like to thank the regular contributors who supply 
articles each month.  Celia Davis has been sharing her advice on 
dealing with some beekeeping problems, John Chambers       
supplied a very detailed and extremely well researched series on 
honeybee mating and Denise Grove and Mandy Cadge shared 
their  honey recipes with us.  We are very fortunate to have such a 
wealth of knowledge available to us in Warwickshire. 
As I write this, I am in the process of cajoling various people into 
writing for WB in 2018 but if anyone reading this would be willing 
to contribute either regularly, or now and again, please step    
forward! Similarly, if there is anything you like (or dislike) about the       
publication, let me know and we will see what can be done!  
Meanwhile, may I wish all members a Merry Christmas and a  
happy and productive New Year! 

Julia Barclay 
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A Message from the Chairman 

events at schools, nurseries, Apple 
days, Heritage days and of course our 
Honey Show, all of which could not 
happen without the help of the       
membership.  
Remember our Christmas lunch will be 
held on December 9th.  
Now we are at the start of our season 
and I hope that your colonies have    
entered the winter healthy and strong.   
With that, I wish you all a very Happy 
Christmas and New Year and leave you 
with a reminder that it is time to renew 
your membership and if you are a    
taxpayer, consider completing a        
Gift Aid form, both of which can be 
downloaded from our website 
www.birminghambeekeepers.co.uk.  

Jan Willetts 
 

Birmingham Branch 
As 2017 draws near to an end let’s 
take a look over the past year, where 
we have had excellent speakers attend 
our winter meetings; A Seasonal Bee 
Inspector on the Asian Hornet. A   
member of the branch giving an      
entertaining talk on the ‘Ins and Outs of 
Indoor Beekeeping’. Angela Maloney, 
an artist, wowed us all with her artwork, 
some of which was of our beekeepers 
in the apiary. ‘Pollination and           
Pollinators’ from Richard Barron, and 
Celia Davis is giving us a talk at the 
end of  November.   
Various days have been held, from 
cleaning the apiary, health and disease 
checks, honey extraction and nosema  

clinic to social evenings and attending  

The end of another year.  It has been a mixed one, some people reporting good 
crops and others not doing so well, but that is the nature of beekeeping.  The Varroa 
have been variable too with beekeepers reporting few mites in many cases, whereas 
others have been struggling.  Whatever your results, 2018 is another year to look 
forward to. 
On the County front, we have all been busy completing the new Constitution, getting 
the Board of Trustees better focussed and reviewing the finances.  A new Honey 
Show sub-committee organised a show and lecture day in September, which was a 
success, although the attendance at the lectures was disappointing.  The Show was 
very well supported and was followed by County successes at the National Honey 
Show.  The Education Co-ordinators have worked hard and many members have 
benefitted from courses within the Branches and at County level.  More are in the 
pipeline for next year.  There is lots going on – you just have to take part. 
In March, I will retire after two years as Chairman and I hope you will all support  
David Blower as he takes over the helm.  David is a Master Beekeeper and a very 
experienced beekeeper who has worked for BBKA in various capacities for some 
time.  The County is fortunate to have his help. 
I would like to express thanks to all those people who work hard both in the    
Branches and at County level.  Without you, Warwickshire Beekeepers Association 
would not be the success that it is and your work often goes unnoticed.   
Finally, I would like to wish all of you a Happy Christmas and everything you wish for 
yourselves and your bees in the New Year. 

Celia F Davis 

Warwickshire News 

http://www.birminghambeekeepers.co.uk
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Coventry & District 
Branch 
www.covbeebranch.co.uk 
There’s not much to report this month 
as we are yet to enjoy our November 
Branch Meeting when we are looking 
forward to learning about ‘Honey Bee 
Democracy’ from Justus Klaar.  

The Coventry Branch Committee have 
just about finished the arrangements for 
the rest of the winter meetings and 
there will be some interesting evenings 
ahead;  

Do try to join us for the Christmas    
Social on the 18th December and bring 
the whole family. Dave Bonner is going 
to devise another of his fiendish quizzes 
which always produce a lot of laughs 
and banter between the teams.  Cathy 
Bonner usually supplies home-made, 
bee themed crackers for everyone and 
there will be lots of good things to eat 
and drink.  An entertaining start to the 
Christmas festivities. 

At the January meeting we will be 
screening some old beekeeping films 
which I am reliably informed are both 
fascinating and amusing in equal  
measure and then the February     
meeting will be the Branch AGM which 
will give you an opportunity to raise any 
issues / questions you may have or 
even volunteer to  join the committee 
and really get involved in Branch     
activities.  More information about the 
AGM will be posted on CovBee shortly. 

Here’s hoping that all Warwickshire 
members have a Happy Christmas and 
a prosperous New Year 

Julia Barclay 
 

Rugby Branch 
The branch meeting this month was a 
tour deep into the history books, with a 
fascinating explanation by Will        
Messenger of why certain hives were 
designed and then modified due to the 
bee or the beekeepers needs. The  
history behind the hives was steeped in 
stories from Kings and Queens in the  

Past, to the peasants at the time, but all 
revealing a common theme which was 
the removal of the beautiful honey to 
enjoy. The history included briefly;  the 
Log hive, Primitive hive, Box hive, 
Cloomed wicker hive, as well as the 
coiled straw skep. 
Mr Messenger identified how the hives 
in the past have many similarities to 
those of the present, but the star of the   
evening was the beautiful Victorian 
Stewarton hive, often seen on display at 
the Spring Convention or the  National 
Honey show. He discussed the        
technology behind the hive, how it was 
constructed and the amazing claims that 
surrounded it! 
A truly interesting evening’s talk was 
provided along with a brief outline of the 
Beekeeping History Trust, which was 
established in 2013 - for further details 
contact the Rugby Branch. 
The new beekeepers course is to be 
held over two Saturdays in February 
2018 at Brinklow Community Hall, as 
this format has proved to be a           
successful and succinct introduction into 
beekeeping and will be followed up with 
mentor support and branch apiary hands
-on days. Please direct any interested 
parties to the Rugby Beekeepers     
website.  
The Christmas quiz and supper is to be 
held on 6th December, do attend for the 
seasonal evening of bee fun and      
nibbles. 
Rugby Branch wish you all a peaceful 
Christmas and healthy New Year. 

Gail Plester  
 

Shipston Branch 
Seasonal topics dominated the         
discussion, led by Tim Newcombe, in 
the first half of the Second Monday 
meeting at The Gate, in Brailes. The use 
of scorching, acetic acid, lavender and 
freezing in the cleaning and storing of 
frames was discussed and the jury is still 
out on whether ventilation was important 
to over winter colonies successfully. 
Varroa treatment was also discussed 
and a demonstration of oxalic acid  



6 

Warwickshire Beekeeper  December 2017  

(Apibioxal) treatments will take place in 
the training apiary on 9th December at 
11am.  
Members Steve and Liz Bates, brought 
equipment along to demonstrate an 
easy way to clean poly hives (using a 
wall paper stripper and hive tool) and 
how to monitor your hive's weight 
throughout the winter months. Steve 
has been recording the weight of his 
hives fortnightly for the past four years. 
Throughout the winter the hives lose 
500 - 600g a week and from the       
resulting data he can tell if his bees are 
low on stores and in fact, whether they 
are alive or not. What to feed and when,         
uncovered one well respected            
beekeeper who fed his bees a fondant 
mouse at Christmas!  
The discussion in the second half of the 
evening stemmed from Michael Gove 
extending the ban on neonicotinoids 
and covered the state of British farming 
and stewardship of the land to ensure 
crops for the future.   
For the December meeting and to     
celebrate the festive season, a quiz 
evening with some finger food is 
planned and we hope to see you there. 
All that remains is to wish all the       
Warwickshire beekeepers a very happy 
Christmas and a successful season in 
2018. 

Margery Blower 
 

Solihull Branch  
Congratulations to Valli Cawte for    
coming first in Class 89: Decorative or 
Artistic Exhibit of Needlecraft at the 
National Honey Show. She has now 
achieved success at local, county and 
national level. Well done!  
An amendment regarding our           
Beginner’s Course; we do have       
vacancies. If anyone is interested 
please contact Denise Grove -  
dizzyheights271@btinternet.com 
Thank you to Nicola Content for       
organising this year’s trip to the National 
Honey Show, here is her report; 
 

On Saturday 28th October, 16 members  
 
 
 
 
 

from the Solihull and Nuneaton branch 
met before sunrise to board the coach 
for the National Honey Show. We    
arrived at 10:15 in good time to grab a 
seat for one of the many lecturers     
available at the show.  
The show was held at Sandown race 
course in Surrey with plenty of space for 
both the exhibits and the retail outlets. 
There were 1,863 entries on show 
and 237 exhibitors including stunning 
displays of row upon row of honey of all 
shades of gold and brown. The       
composite displays were very intricate 
and it was obvious that great care and 
many hours had gone into their        
production. The lectures were all filmed 
and are available on the website         
for those that are interested.  
http://www.honeyshow.co.uk  I had my 
own personal talk about the history of 
beekeeping and the use of skeps as 
permanent homes for bees from Chris 
Park and Nick Mengham.  
In the afternoon, many of us listened 
to two lectures on how bees live in the 
wild. Roger Patterson described what 
he has observed during 50 years of 
removing wild honeybee nests in   
southern England and Tom Seeley  
explained what he has discovered with 
his extensive experiments on wild    
colonies in the U.S.  Leaving the show 
ground at 4:30, loaded with many    
purchases and fired up for the next  
season, we returned to Knowle having 
experienced a ‘jolly good day out.’  
 

In November we had a most interesting 
talk from Steven Falk. This is Richard 
Grove’s report about the meeting; 
 

Permit me to give a quick history      
lesson.  In 1802, the Rev. William Kirby 
(1759-1850), who was the long-term 
rector of Barham in Suffolk, produced 
his first major work, Monographia Apum 
Anglia, detailing some 200 species of 
English bees, of which 90% he caught 
within his own parish.  His work made 
him one of our eminent parson         
naturalists and he is considered to be 
the founder and father of English      

mailto:dizzyheights271@btinternet.com
http://www.honeyshow.co.uk/
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entomology. 
Fast-forward over two hundred years to 
Steven Falk who can arguably be called 
the present day godfather of            
British entomology.  Steven, whose            
entomological C.V. is very long indeed 
and who has been interested in bugs 
since an early age, is one of those   
people who has managed to turn his 
childhood passion into a life-long     
career. In fact, on display at the talk 
Steven had some very well detailed 
drawings which he produced from the 
age of 18 and by his own admission, he 
is now some 40 odd years down the 
line, meaning in a few years he will be 
able to do his entomology by bus (I am 
of a similar age). 
Steven Falk has brought up-to-date the 
work of Rev. Kirby, but with a whole 
fresh approach.  Steven’s book is    
written for novices and experts alike 
and is a bee guide for the 21st century 
and in fact, according to Steven, it is 
the first time a book of this type to be 
been published since 1802.   This time, 
instead of working mainly within a   
parochial area, Steven’s work has   
taken him the length and breadth of the 
United Kingdom and Ireland. The book 
deals with 273 UK and Irish species of 
bee; two of which are new to science.  
He has also found a number of         
sub-species (being identified by DNA) 
and he has a bee named after him; he 
admits the bee is only 1 mm long, but 
what bragging rights. 
During Steven’s talk, he explained that 
bees exhibit some of the worst declines 
of any British insect.   
If you are having problems identifying 
any bees, there is a citizen science 
project where by you can take a      
photograph on your mobile phone and 
send them in for identification to      
Coventry University (details via        
Steven’s website).  The talk was       
illustrated by many slides of the various 
species and sub species of bees found 
in Britain. 
A lot of Steven’s research involves  
asking landowners for permission to 
explore their land rather than trying to  

obtain government funding.  He went on 
to explain that some bees in Scotland 
are losing their habitat due to their   
preferred sites being sand dunes which 
have a habit of being turned into golf 
links! 
Although I have more notes on Stevens 
talk, I fear time and tide waits for no 
man, needless to say, Steven’s well 
illustrated talk was delivered with such 
infectious enthusiasm that the room 
was held in thrall for well over an hour. 
Our thanks go to Denise, one of our 
‘Honey Alchemists’ for baking the   
wonderful cakes and for making the 
teas and coffees. 
Resources:     

 Steven Falk’s book is supported by a 
massive web feature, search for    
Steven Falk flickr where you can 
zoom into the pictures for better    
identification. 

 A website recommended by Steven is 
the Bees, Wasps & Ants Recording 
Society. bwars.com  

 Steven also has his own website  
stevenfalk.co.uk/bees  

Channy Collins  
 

Sutton Coldfield &  
North Birmingham 
Banch 
19th October: The Asian Hornet by 

Julian Routh  
Julian gave a talk on the Asian Hornet 
giving details about its natural habitat 
and how it entered France in a single 
pottery consignment and then spread 
across France and across Western 
Europe. The result has been felt in  
Belgium, Spain, Portugal, Italy, Majorca 
and Jersey. He  gave details on      
identifying the hornet by its distinctive 
markings. It is smaller in size than a 
European Hornet and it has distinctive 
features. It has a yellow face, yellow 
legs and a yellow line across the 4th 
segment of its abdomen, its thorax  
being a black and velvety. One of the  
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 identifying traits is its hawking outside 
of hives to catch foragers as they  
return and enter the hive.  

Julian informed us of the problems that 
French beekeepers face and the     
consequences the hornets have on 
other insects, especially pollinators. 
Over the past 13 years, Asian Hornets 
are thought to have decimated 10,000’s 
of honeybee colonies and killed millions 
or other insects. 
This year in Woolacomb, north Devon, 
the National Bee Unit managed to track 
down and destroy an Asian Hornet’s 
nest, although it did take 10 days from 
the initial reported sightings. Julian 
highlighted why it’s important to get 
evidence on potential sightings, get 
pictures, perhaps a sample of the    
hornet or even a part of a hornet and he 
highlighted that hornets when alone are 
not aggressive but can become very 
aggressive when protecting their nest. 
Julian’s recommendations were to  
monitor your apiaries, set and use traps 
to catch and destroy Asian Hornets and 
he also described some of the methods 
that French beekeepers use such as 
protecting the hive entrances with wire 
mesh.  Asian Hornets seem to have an 
aversion to their wings being touched. 
The mesh is a specific size to allow 
honeybees to navigate through, but 
Asian Hornets are kept at bay. 
If you spot an Asian Hornet, you should 
email alertnonnative@ceh.ac.uk. You 
will be notified of sightings nearby if you 
are registered on Bee Base and hence 
it’s a good reason to ensure you are 
registered.   
The Centre of Ecology and Hydrology  

have developed an app that could help 
to identify and report where Asian   
Hornets have been seen. This app is 
free and available via the Apple Store 
or on Google Play. 
An interesting talk on a very topical 
subject, but one that is disturbing as it 
highlights that beekeepers need to be 
more vigilant for yet another pest.  

Jitesh Patel 

To the mead brew, add two or three 
dead bees from the brood chamber of 
the hive, bit by bit until brewing up is 
finished, whether for dry or sweet wine. 
Those bees will degrade and any toxins 
will be killed.  If the brew smells of mice, 
discard it; otherwise carry on because it 
is all right.  
 

The protein of dead meat, ie. the bees, 
produces indole, which makes vitamin 
B and which helps to maintain the   
aroma.  When a bottle of wine is 
opened, some aroma is lost.   
 

The wine improves if it is put in a dark 
bottle in the car boot where it will be 
shaken by the motion of the car. 
 

Stanley Morris 

 

A BETTER BREW 

mailto:alertnonnative@ceh.ac.uk
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FINAL THOUGHTS FOR THE YEAR 
Celia F Davis 

During this year, we have looked at 
various challenges that can arise in 
beekeeping.  No doubt, many of you will 
encounter others throughout your    
beekeeping career.  The one thing that 
no beginners’ course or any other sort 
of course come to that, can give you is 
experience, although you can always 
use other people’s, provided that it is 
done with caution. 
 

Experience comes with time and colony 
numbers and we count it in colony 
years, i.e. the number of colonies    
multiplied by the number of years you 
have kept them.  So, a person with 6 
hives for 1 year will have the same 
number of colony years as someone 
else with 1 hive for 6 years.  The idea 
behind this is that every colony is    
different, every season is different and 
different challenges arise every season 
too.  However, generally speaking, the 
person with more hives will fare better 
as they will be able to compare and 
contrast all the time and will have more 
wriggle room when it comes to trying 
out different techniques.  One hive is 
not really viable anyway and it is always 
best to have two as an absolute       
minimum.  We all make mistakes    
however many years we have kept 
bees and I go on enthusiastically    
making them now, after more years and 
colonies than I care to think about.  The 
important point is to learn from those 
mistakes, recognise where you went 
wrong and try to ensure that you do not 
make them again. 
 

Those of you that know me know that I 
set great store by beekeepers          
understanding their bees and the   
thinking behind the various procedures 
we carry out.  So, it is essential to    
understand what the bees are trying to 
do and to remember that their agenda 
is not necessarily the same as ours.   

Put simply, a honeybee colony tries to 
build up in the early part of the year, 
reach a point where it is really strong 
with lots of bees and sealed brood, and 
then split into two (swarm).  The parent 
colony and the swarm then have to 
work their socks off to get in sufficient 
nectar and pollen to build the colonies 
back up to strength again and produce 
sufficient honey to see them safely 
through the winter.  Providing that the 
two colonies survive until the spring, 
this has been a success from their point 
of view.   
 

Drones are another place where bees 
and beekeepers tend to disagree.  
Many beekeepers denigrate drones as 
wasteful of colony resources and     
useless individuals.  From our point of 
view and looking at the individual     
colony, that may be true, they consume 
more food than workers in the larval 
stage and contribute nothing to the hive 
economy. But consider it from the bees’ 
point of view.  Drones carry the colony’s 
genes and the more fit, healthy drones 
that are reared, travel out to the drone 
congregation areas and manage to 
mate with young queens, the more  
successful that colony has been at 
spreading its genes into the general 
bee population.   We can compare it in 
human terms to the Mongol Empire, 
founded by Genghis Khan.  He fathered 
many children over a huge area of the 
world and they, in turn, produced many 
more, so that the Mongol genes were 
spread far and wide throughout a huge 
part of Asia and Europe and now, with 
the use of DNA, we are able to trace 
signs of Genghis in millions of people.  
Very successful.  So look at those 
drones with different eyes and         
appreciate them for the valuable    
members of the bee colony that they 
are.   
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Honey Alchemy  

Honey Cocktails & Mocktails 
With the festive season approaching, thoughts turn to hospitality and those of us 
who enjoy a little tipple get out the cocktail shaker and those sticky bottles that 
seem to accumulate at the back of the drinks cabinet (well ok, the cupboard where 
the glasses are!).  After extensive research, mainly by Hubby, here are a few     
suggestions for festive drinks to offer your guests. 
A mocktail is a non-alcoholic cocktail useful if there are drivers who don’t like ‘pop’ 

Honey Bee 
 

Ingredients 
½ tbs of runny  honey 
½ tbs of warm water 
2 oz of rum / white rum * 
½ oz of freshly squeezed lemon juice 
  

Method 
Put the honey and warm water in a 
cocktail shaker and stir until the      
honey is thoroughly dissolved.   
Add the white rum*, lemon juice and 
cracked ice, then shake vigorously and 
strain into a chilled cocktail glass.  If 
this is too dry, you can be generous 
and add a little more honey. 
Serve in a cocktail glass 
 

Cheers! 

Honey Limeade 
 

Ingredients 
7 tsps of runny honey 
45ml of freshly squeezed lime juice 
Soda water 
 

Method 
Stir the honey with lime juice in a   
cocktail shaker until the honey        
dissolves.   
Shake with ice and strain into an       
ice-filled Collins glass.   
Top with soda and garnish with a 
wedge of lime. 
 

Bottoms Up! 

So where does that bring us?  Faced with a problem/challenge, stop to think.      
Consider what the bees are trying to do and consider also the possible results of any 
action you are about to take.  And don’t panic!  If necessary, go and have a cup of 
tea while you make decisions, write down the essential steps if you think you will get 
in a mess and, if everything goes wrong even after all that, learn from it and do it 
differently next time.   

As there will be plenty of making and baking this month, here are a few suggestions 
for using the honey harvest in an alternative way. 

Notes:  
Very often, cocktail measures are in (fluid) ounces. 
Muddle: (an Americanism of course) if you don’t yet have a cocktail shaker, put the 
ingredients into a bowl without ice and use a wooden spoon to mix up the ingredients 
and bruise any fruits/spices/herbs before passing through a sieve. 
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Honey, Blackberry & Mint ‘Fence Hopper’ 
 

Ingredients 
8 fresh blackberries, plus more as a garnish 
2oz of honey (see notes) 
A handful of fresh mint leaves – about 10, plus more as a garnish 
Juice of 1 lemon 
Top up with soda water 
 

Method 
In a cocktail shaker, muddle together the blackberries, honey and mint with 
ice cubes until well blended. 
Add the lemon juice, cover and shake to mix. 
Strain the mixture into two tumblers with ice. 
Top each glass with soda water, leaving room for a garnish of blackberries 
and mint leaves. 
 

Enjoy! 

The Sage Beekeeper 
 

Ingredients 
Honey 
Water  
Ice 
3oz Gin 
2oz orange juice 
3 fresh sage leaves 
Two 1 inch strips of orange peel  
 

Method 
Combine equal amounts of honey and water and stir until dissolved.  
In a shaker filled with ice, add the gin, orange juice, 1 ounce of  
runny honey and 1 sage leaf.  
Shake vigorously and pour into 2 martini or mojito glasses.  
Garnish each glass with 1 sage leaf and 1 strip of orange peel. 
 

Chin Chin! 

Festive Greetings from 

Denise  & Richard Grove 
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Beekeeping History 
The wasp is often cited as a vicious, useless insect to be exterminated at every   

opportunity and is also viewed as a problem by many beekeepers.  Others           

appreciate wasp colonies for their own industriousness and usefulness in controlling  

garden pests. This view is shared by Thomas Wildman in 1770 in his ‘Treatise on the 

Management of Bees’; 
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Illustrations from   
Thomas Wildman’s 
Treatise on the    
Management of Bees, 
showing internal and 
external views of a 
wasp nest. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Harrogate & Ripon BKA 
via ebees 
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It is the time of year when some of us 
start to think about insulating our hives 
for winter. The arguments are of course 
not new and the Rev. L L Langstroth 
had this to say on winter protection a 
century and a half ago:  
“We are now prepared to discuss the 
question of protection in its relations to 
the construction of hives. We have seen 
how it is furnished to the bees in the 
Polish hives, and in the decayed hollows 
of trees. If the Apiarian chooses, he can 
imitate this plan by constructing his 
hives of very thick plank: but such hives 
would be clumsy, and with us,          
expensive. Or he may much more    
effectually reach the same end, by  
making his hives double, so as to     
enclose an air space all around, which 
in winter may be filled with charcoal, 
plaster of Paris, straw, or any good    
non-conductor, to enable the bees to 
preserve with the least waste, their   
animal heat”. 
 

He further states: 
 “I must notice another exceedingly  
injurious effect of insufficient protection, 
in causing the moisture to settle upon 
the cold top and sides of the interior of 
the hive, from whence it drips upon the 
bees. In this way, many of their number 
are chilled and destroyed, and often the 
whole colony is infected with dysentery. 
Not infrequently, large portions of the 
comb are covered with mould, and the 
whole hive is rendered very offensive. 
This dampness which causes what may 
be called a rot among the bees is one of 
the worst enemies with which the     
Apiarian in a cold climate, has to      
contend, as it weakens or destroys 
many of his best colonies. 
No extreme of cold ever experienced in 
latitudes where bees flourish, can     
destroy a strong colony well supplied 
with honey, except indirectly, by        

TO INSULATE OR NOT TO INSULATE, 
THAT IS THE QUESTION! 

confining them to empty combs. They 
will survive our coldest winters, in thin 
hives raised on blocks to give a freer 
admission of air, or even in suspended 
hives, without any bottom-board at all. 
Indeed, in cold weather, a very free  
admission of air is necessary in such 
hives, to prevent the otherwise ruinous 
effects of frozen moisture; and hence 
the common remark that bees require 
as much or more air in winter than in 
summer.” 
 

Langstroth was not only well aware of 
the problems of condensation in       
beehives, but also advocated double 
walled hives which could be filled with 
insulation, an idea taken up by William 
Broughton Carr some years later. Tony 
Harris wrote about insulation in the 
BBKA News, advocating a bit of       
insulation over the crown board, which 
sounds a sort of safe half-way house 
kind of approach and is what I have 
been doing for a number of years. I think 
this is about all users of single wall 
wooden hives can do unless they want 
to go to the expense of a Bee Cosy. I 
note one these would set you back £65, 
but they do sell out, so a lot of people 
are convinced of the need to protect 
their hives. 
 

There are now a range of polystyrene 
hives available which offer far better 
levels of insulation than wooden hives 
but are still not up to the standard of a 
hollow tree, according to Derek Mitchell. 
Bees are however, highly adaptable in 
terms of where they will live. The      
traditional hollow tree is a well insulated 
structure and while many bees choose 
such desirable eco homes, bees will 
occupy almost any suitably sized cavity, 
some with even less insulation than a 
wooden National, such as plastic      
compost bins. Clearly scout bees do not 
consult the EPC when they are seeking  
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their new home. 
 

A colony of honeybees is endothermic,  
which means they can control their  
temperature and deploy both heating, 
through vibrating their flight muscles 
and insulation, by using their bodies 
and interlocking wings to form an     
insulating shell round the outside of a 
cluster. 
Charles Owens in 1971 published an 
extensive data set on temperature and 
distribution of bees in winter clusters. 
He made over a million thermocouple 
readings in hives which, given the    
technology of the day was no mean 
feat. Each brood box contained 192 
thermocouples distributed across the 
frames as 12 rows with 32 in each row. 
This allowed a reading every half inch 
in the space between two middle 
frames. The result was a detailed    
representation of the temperature    
profile in a cross section of a Langstroth 
brood box. The study ran for 5 years in 
insulated and uninsulated hives, with 
and without top entrances as well as 
heated hives, since this was Wisconsin 
USA, where temperatures can go down 
to - 20°F (-28°C). He killed some of the 
colonies to confirm the actual           
distribution of bees and brood in      
relation to the temperature. Inside the 
hive he found that the 44°F (7°C)     
isotherm  represented the outside of the 
cluster and 92°F (33°C) the outside of 
the brood area. The latter increased to 
94°F (34.5°C), towards the centre of the 
brood area. Thus he could ‘see’ where 
the cluster was and its extent, without 
disturbing the bees. 
 

So what were his conclusions? Firstly, 
the bees, which were started in the  
middle of 3 brood boxes in the  autumn, 
move up to near the top of the upper 
box by January, with a small patch of 
brood appearing in March. The cluster 
does not stay in one place, but moves 
around to fresh food stores and on  
milder, sunny days the cluster moves to 
the sunny side. His conclusions for  
insulated colonies were that they     

maintained a looser cluster for the same 
outside temperature but that brood  
rearing only started a few days before 
uninsulated colonies and that the latter 
quickly caught up. Opening a top     
entrance, the equivalent of leaving a 
feed hole open for extra ventilation, 
caused the cluster to move away from 
the top entrance. Closing it resulted in 
the cluster moving back up. Basically, 
what his work shows is that the cluster 
of bees moves around to find food and 
to seek the warmest part of the hive. He 
did not note any appreciable difference 
between insulated and uninsulated 
hives in terms of survival under        
conditions that are far more severe than 
in the UK. 
 

The biggest problem for the bees was 
not the cold but running out of food. I 
think this supports what many          
beekeepers feel, that it probably doesn’t 
matter whether hives are insulated or 
not. If they are colder, the bees will just 
cluster more tightly to conserve heat or 
consume more stores to raise          
temperature. So are there advantages 
to insulation other than making the bees 
more comfortable? 
 

The UK is different in that we have a 
prolonged start to spring rather than the 
abrupt change in Wisconsin. Their air is 
dry in winter as moisture is frozen out, 
while ours is invariably damp. Our    
winter temperatures are generally such 
that with only a little insulation, clusters 
will stay loose and bees more mobile 
right through winter, except in the    
coldest weather. Putting insulation over 
the crown board as many do, reduces 
condensation above the bees and in 
such colonies the bees are to be found 
immediately below the crown board. We 
can make it more comfortable for the 
bees but do they winter better? Tony 
Harris in his article, states that both 
Brother Adam and R O B Manley trialled 
insulated hives and found the bees did 
not fare as well however, we do not 
have any details of what they actually 
did and modern insulating materials  
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used in conjunction with open mesh floors may give completely different results. 
Certainly, those who use poly hives claim good survival, less food used and earlier 
brood. Smaller colonies will also  definitely do better in insulated hives and can   
easily be reared through to spring in 6-frame poly nucs. The physics of insulation is 
clear on heat losses and condensation, what is not clear is the biology in response 
to insulation. Do the winter bees need a period of cold to help them conserve their 
strength through to spring when a colony is at its lowest ebb? I don’t think there are 
easy answers nor have I been able to unearth any research on the subject, only 
opinions. 
 

The other question I am not sure of is, does      
insulation affect Varroa? Studies have shown that 
the developing mites do not survive as well at 
higher temperature and humidity, but thrive at 
slightly lower temperatures and humidity.          
Uninsulated hives will have areas of brood that are 
a little cooler and have lower humidity, so that 
might explain why we usually see a surge in mites 
in autumn as temperatures drop. It  merits a wider 
study in full colonies next year, which means   
keeping insulation on or putting it on much, much 
earlier.  
Jim Norfolk, West Sussex BKA via ebees 

American beekeepers commonly 
insulate in winter by wrapping their 
hives. 



17 

Warwickshire Beekeeper  December 2017  

Caveat Emptor 
 

Be aware that Warwickshire Beekeepers Association is not responsible for any 
goods or services advertised in Warwickshire Beekeeper or on the  website. Anyone 
purchasing bees or nuclei should satisfy themselves that they are disease free and 
that they are aware of the provenance of any queens.  
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