Beginners Stuff.

THE BEEKEEPER AND HANDLING BEES

Expect the unexpected: Bees will not do exactly what you want. Take personal protection seriously. Whenever you tend bees you must be  prepared for the unexpected, Plan carefully what you intend to do before opening a hive but even then you may discover a situation quite  different to that which you had anticipated. You need to think clearly and quickly which is difficult when bees are inside your veil and going up your sleeve. Even simple operations like topping up the feeder can end with you in full retreat, with stings around your ankles because you omitted to wear Wellington boots, on body and hands because of having no protective suit or gloves and on your face because you lacked a veil. When handling bees wear full protective clothing: Bee proof overalls preferably white cotton (avoid nylon and dark

colours), veil, hat, gauntlet gloves and Wellington boots with trousers tucked in. Bees dislike furry or woolly garments and the dressing in some materials, e.g. new jeans. They may also react to hair spray, perfumes, hand lotions and other scented products so these should be avoided. If you do get a bee inside your veil or clothes move well away from the hives before you remove your clothing or one bee will be joined by many others. Your hive tool: You are undressed without it; since you are almost sure to try to separate some part of the hive by hand, e.g. cover boards,  supers and brood chambers which are frequently stuck together with propolis. This will involve jolting and jarring the colony unnecessarily in the process and causing the bees to become angry. Gentle leverage with your hive tool together with the use of cover cloths will minimise the disturbance.

Curiosity killed the cat: Idle curiosity is a poor excuse for opening a hive. Never open a hive without some definite purpose in mind. If routine examination is your aim then plan beforehand precisely what it is you wish to examine, why and how you intend to carry out the  examination, exactly what equipment you require for the purpose and where you will place parts removed from the hive. In this way you will save both yourself and your bees stress. Careful handling makes for better-tempered bees: Good-tempered bees mean less danger for you and the general public. Know what you want to do: Do it gently and firmly, remember it is the bees’ home you are handling, treat it with respect and restore it with care and precision. Don’t hurry but don’t dawdle. Replace frames in the same order and the same way round as when removed. Remove with this in mind.

Don’t block the bees’ highway: Keep to the back or sides of the hive at all times and keep spectators away from the forward flight-path of the bees. Hive parts with bees on: Make it easy for bees removed from the hive to get back through the front entrance - stand removed parts on and forward of the hive entrance so that the bees will climb back into the hive. An assistant (equally well protected) is a great help: acquaint him/her fully with your intentions and what you will want him/her to do, before you start work. Supers with honey and brood chambers with bees and stores can be very heavy.

Examine frames over the hive: bees or the queen may otherwise drop off into the grass and be lost or trodden on. Learn to handle and  examine a frame correctly or you will spill nectar and have bees and wasps coming from all directions to steal it, causing serious disturbance and possibly triggering robbing.

Learn to use smoke correctly: Don’t suffocate the bees - smoke is merely to quieten them. Cool the smoke with some green grass or wire gauze in the nozzle of the smoker if there is danger of excess heat, flame or ash being blown into the hive entrance or over the bees. One of the most effective, gentle and least objectionable smoker fuels is softwood chips or shavings as produced by a plane in a woodwork shop. Light and insert a piece of paper and feed the shavings slowly on top. A “whiff” of smoke is sufficient to suggest to the bees the danger and proximity of fire. Beware of fire: Be careful where you put your smoker and where you empty it, particularly if there is a breeze. Ideal conditions: Midday to mid-afternoon on a fine, warm, sunny day when the bees are busy collecting nectar during a flow is the ideal time to carry out a hive inspection. Many of the bees are out, leaving fewer bees in the hive and all are busy and content. Certain operations however, such as feeding, moving hives etc, call for action in the late evening or early morning. Less favourable conditions: Very often we are forced to attend to bees when the weather is far from ideal; however some conditions are worse than others and should be avoided. Bees tend to be niggly when fine weather is about to change to foul - wind, rain, cold or thunder especially - and they may continue to be edgy until the nectar flow recommences. Bees become defensive at the end of the seasonal nectar flow when they will protect the stores on which their survival depends. Plain cold or even gentle drizzle is less harmful to the larvae than wind or hot sunshine which will very rapidly dry their moist skin, so killing them. Bees in a winter cluster should not be disturbed unless absolutely essential, close formation keeps them warm and they may be unable to re-form the cluster if disturbed.

Bee temperament: The most acceptable bees are those that remain steady on the comb during manipulations, in a second category are those that run around in confusion, making examination more difficult. A third category boil up onto your veil when you open the hive and the last and most unacceptable bees are those that follow and attack the beekeeper and seek out others to sting at a distance from the hive -  “followers”! Take advice at once if you have any such trouble; requeening may well be needed since you do not want aggressive bees. These are not different species of bee but different characteristics of temperament which can differ within the same hive from time to time. They are newly emerged from a hive but if a swarm has left a hive due to lack of food, or has been in the open for a long time, it may be less good tempered. Always be prepared for the unexpected.

Stings; If someone does get stung intervene at once - don’t leave it to the victim to remove the sting and venom sac, do this yourself, correctly, with a fingernail, hive tool or blunt knife edge, levering them out from the skin surface and avoiding compressing or squeezing the venom sac. Leave the skin alone afterwards. It will itch but the less it is touched the sooner the effects will disappear and it will normally be no worse than a nettle rash. If someone is seriously affected by severe swelling, faint or ill, seek immediate professional medical advice from a doctor - if in doubt, play safe. 

Caution. Some people are allergic to some proprietary remedies on sale. 

