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Your Committee 

President: Bruce Speed 01943 862273  brucespeed@waitrose.com 

Chairman: Anne Jones 01943 863760 anne@birchgarth.co.uk 

Secretary:  Andrew Prior 01756 770424 wharfedalebee@hotmail.co.uk 

Treasurer: Sue Hobson 07714702920 sue@prospool.co.uk 

Membership and Education:  Jill Campbell  01274 569238 smithchristopher41@sky.com 

General members:  Toni Killingray,  Rob Claxton-Ingham  

Co-opted members: Sophie van Berckel and Linda Beattie 

Special responsibilities 

Combings is the newsletter of the Wharfedale Beekeepers Association and the views expressed are 

not necessarily those of the Association or editors. Combings is usually published three times a 

year, in April/May, September and December. Contributions from the members are always 

welcome and can be sent to the editors.  

FERA Bee Inspectors for 2014 

Regional Bee Inspector  Ivor Flatman 01924 252795 or  07775 119436 

Co opted members ? 

Fishers Field Apiary Andrew Hinchcliffe 01943 601347 andrewhinchcliffe@hotmail.com 

Course organisers Jill Campbell  

Chris Smith  

01274 569238 smithchristopher41@sky.com  

Equipment co-ordinator Sophie van Berckel 01943 609402 

Or text 

sophievb@blueyonder.co.uk 

 

Website and Library  Laurence Truman   

 

01943 875665 librarian@wharfedalebka.org.uk  

Editors Combings  Toni Killingray 

Rhona Finlayson 

01943 865749 

01943 875665 

stonib@googlemail.com 

rhonacombings@gmail.com 

Social Secretary  Toni Killingray  01943 865749 stonib@googlemail.com 

Swarm co-ordinator Geoff Halsall 01943 608652 liz-geoff@talktalk.net  

Deputy swarm  

co-ordinator 

Bob Hodgson 01943 839857 hodbob@hotmail.co.uk 

Honey Show   

 

Ray and 

Gina Finlayson 

07762 643336 info@wharfedalebka.org.uk  

mailto:andrewhinchcliffe@hotmail.com
mailto:smithchristopher41@sky.com
mailto:wbkalibrary@gmail.com
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Spring Has Sprung……. 

After a very cool, if dry, March it has been very good to see the arrival of warmer days and bees 

flying again. At this time of year, if the weather is favourable, it does not take long for colonies to 

build up and I am sure that by the time this has gone to press we will all be running around after 

swarms again…….. 

Although the call-outs to swarm officers started very early, on the 28th of  March this year, more 

members have volunteered to be swarm officers and this will spread the workload so hopefully it 

will not be such a frantic month or two for all those have volunteered. We have made it easier for 

members of the public to find the swarm section on our website and also the BBKA website 

provides local contact details of swarm officers nearest to a post code, all aiding the public to find 

help if they have a swarm that needs to be dealt with. 

The Association has run a full beginners beekeepers course again this year and we give a welcome 

to the new members who have successfully completed their introduction to beekeeping.  

This year several members of the Committee are relinquishing their responsibilities  - Val as 

manager of Fishers Field and the Youth Development Officer, Peter as Education Officer and also 

YBKA Representative and Andrew as Secretary. Our thanks are due to them all for generously 

giving their time and talents for the benefit of the Association. Before the next AGM members 

who would like to offer their own talents need to step up to and fill these shoes! 

By now all of us will have heard the sad news of the death of Allan Thompson at Christmas and a 

number of members attended his funeral service. He served as secretary to the Association for two 

spells and will be fondly remembered by many members; Peter gives an appreciation of his life on 

page 12. 

Eds 

The Apiary in May some topical beekeeping jobs 

 Continue thorough and regular inspections, checking the brood comb for a good laying 

pattern, for nectar and pollen stores and plenty of space, checking for the Queen, and  for 

any signs of disease. 

 

 Mark unmarked Queens, to make them easier to find. 

 

 Be very watchful for queen cells and prepared to create an artificial swarm. 

 

 If you have not already done so work frames of old comb to the outside so that they can 

be removed and replaced. Old comb harbours disease and should be replaced 

systematically as good practice.  

 

 Place new frames with foundation either side of the brood nest to allow the queen to 

increase her nest size. 

 

 Add supers as required. 
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 WBKA  Local Groups 

Please support your local groups All are very welcome 

MOB  (Menston, Otley, Burley) and COW (Central Wharfedale) 

Contact  

   Rob Claxton-Ingham  rob@leecottage.com 

WOW (West of Wharfedale)  and NOW, (North of Wharfedale ) 

 Contact Louise Farnell   louise.farnell@live.co.uk 

       Matthew Mason matt@john-mason.com 

Swarm Officers 2015  
Thank you all members who have volunteered to be our swarm officers this year. Members of the 

public who need to contact a swarm officer can find these contact details on our website.  

Some of the officers have also agreed that their contact details will appear when members of the 

public type their post code into the BBKA website and they will get a list of their nearest swarm 

officers and phone numbers.  

Swarm Officers duties started early this year, 28th March! 
The call outs have started early this year! I got the request ‘would I please come and look at some 

bees and beetle bodies that were landing in my son’s bath every morning’. Yes the bees were honey 

bees and the beetle were opportunist beetles which were eating the dead bees insides. We looked 

into the false bathroom ceiling and there was fresh comb, built inside the internal air brick. Access 

from outside was impossible for us to reach. Unfortunately we knew this colony would only grow 

and become an increasing nuisance during the year. So I'm afraid the verdict had to be " Get rid! " 

Swarm Officer Toni Killingray 

Bees, more bees….. 

For members who would like bees please remember that you can register with Geoff Halsall if you 

will be wanting bees and also let Geoff or Bob know if you can help meet the demand for bees by 

supplying either a swarm or a nucleus this year.  

Geoff Halsall  01943 608652  liz-geoff@talktalk.net 

Bob Hodgson 01943 839857   hodbob@hotmail.co.uk 

 

PS.  Bees are valuable livestock and you should expect to pay a fair price. 

WBKA Committee Meeting 

The next WBKA Committee Meeting will be held on Thursday 11th June 

If you have any queries or suggestions or if you have something you would like raised at the next 

meeting, please contact a committee member .  

New venue and day for MOB/COW Meetings 

Please note that the MOB/CoW meetings have now returned to  

The Fleece, Westgate, Otley at 7.30pm on the last Tuesday of each month.  

mailto:rob@leecottage.com
mailto:louise.farnell@live.co.uk
mailto:liz-geoff@talktalk.net
mailto:hodbob@hotmail.co.uk
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Graham Royle  enjoying the 

half-time break (photo Anne 

Jones) 

‘More Than Honey’ 

The 2013 film ‘More Than Honey’ by Swiss documentary maker Marcus Imhoof was shown at the 

meeting on April 9th at the Rugby Club in Ilkley. The film looks at examples of honeybee colonies 

in California, Switzerland, China and Australia and the very different attitudes and styles of 

beekeeping adopted in these instances.  

The film highlights the pressures the global economy places on bees. The ways in which bees are 

stressed by modern intensive agricultural methods are made very clear, using the USA as the 

example. Pollination is vital to the process of food production and also to the profits of the farmers. 

So, despite huge numbers of colony deaths, the practices which lead to the problems continue to be 

perpetuated by both the farmers and commercial beekeepers. The film shows the extreme end of the 

spectrum in a part of China where the ecosystem has been so disrupted by the use of insecticides 

that there are no insect pollinators left and instead people are employed to pollinate fruit trees by 

hand. 

For those of you who did not attend this fascinating lecture but would like to catch up with the 

information Graham Royle presented so well, his book ‘Apis through the Looking Glass, a close-

up look at Apis mellifera – the honeybee’ is available.  

Also, he recommended books to follow up and find out more about bee anatomy:- 

Lelsey Goodman, Form and Function of the Honey Bee (2003), is especially good illustrations. 

Celia Davies, The Honey Bee Inside Out, (2004),  good illustrations too 

R.E Snodgrass, Anatomy of the Honey Bee, an excellent text book 

Graham Royle – Apis through the Looking Glass 

Those who attended Graham’s talk in March were in for a real 

treat. Although microscopic anatomy might not seem a 

promising subject, he kept us enthralled with his magnificent 

photographs of bees and dissections accompanied by clear 

descriptions and illustrations of how the bee’s bits function. 

Even David, my non beekeeping husband, was held in rapt 

attention (no mean achievement).  

Graham runs the BBKA dissection courses and has also 

published a book of his photographs (Apis through the Looking 

Glass) so there’s chance to catch up if you missed the talk or 

want to take anatomy further. In the second part of the talk he 

showed us how he takes the photographs using a microscope 

and attached camera with supplementary lighting.  He made it 

look easy once you were equipped but I am sure it’s a skilled 

procedure.   

We are hoping that we might be able to get Graham to talk to  us 

again on another topic in next year’s programme. He is a master 

beekeeper and not only knowledgeable about bees but an 

accomplished speaker. 

Anne Jones 
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YBKA Annual Spring Conference 2015 

The YBKA Spring Conference was held in York in March and this annual event is well worth 

attending. the speakers are highly experienced and knowledgeable beekeepers, the lunch hour is 

long and gives you the chance to chat to other beekeepers and visit the stalls and exhibitors which 

have a variety of interesting and often new items beekeeping equipment to purchase.  

The Conference theme was ‘getting the most out of your bees’. The day started with Roger 

Patterson speaking about his beekeeping experiences since he started in 1963. At one stage he kept 

130 colonies. He takes an active role in his local association in training new beekeepers. His 

lecture was very practical as he tries to keep things simple. The next speaker, Trevor Swales is a 

commercial beekeeper who started keeping bees at the age of 16, with WBCs but very quickly 

converted to Smiths, which are more portable. He has about 220 colonies. Trevor's talk was a 

warning to anyone who thinks money can be easily made by keeping bees. The weather, the civil 

service (i.e. red tape) and the general public are all working against you! Lastly Graham Royle, 

who also spoke to our association last month, delivered two lectures: - "Swarms - prevention and 

control" and” Managing large colonies". Graham is a master beekeeper whose main interests are 

queen rearing and stock improvement, after having had some bad tempered bees in his early years! 

We're hoping to invite Graham to deliver another lecture to us next year. 

The three most useful tips we gathered from the day:- 

* Establish a support hive in your colony which can be used for a variety of reasons, drawn comb, 

a spare queen to introduce to a queenless colony, and spare bees to add to any hive with low 

numbers. 

* Always have good drawn brood frames ready to put in a bait hive, or to replace old frames 

during the year and to use for swarms. This can be achieved by putting a brood chamber full of 

frames with new foundation, with a queen excluder, on top of an existing strong colony of bees. 

They will draw it out for you to use during the season. 

* You should always have a bait hive near your apiary. Don't fill the bait hive with frames, leave a 

space between the frames, and place it at least 3 metres off the ground and ensure it is south facing. 

We considered these were useful tips for the less experienced beekeepers, and with several 

purchases it made the day very worthwhile. 

Toni Killingray 

In Switzerland the market in bees produced through intensive queen rearing is shown. This 

involves genetic manipulation of the bees to create queens with traits desirable to humans. We also 

see Fred Jaggi an elderly beekeeper in the Swiss Alps whose bees are located away from the 

stresses of intensive agriculture He is trying keep his black bees generically pure, eliminating 

queens who have mated with neighbouring yellow striped bees but he too encounters problems of 

colony loss and foul brood disease.  

Researchers in Australia indicate that keeping the genetic pool as wide as possible is the only way 

for bees to be able to adapt if they are to have any future. 

There is copy of the film on Blue Ray disc available to borrow from the WBKA library if anyone, 

who did not get a chance to see the showing at the Rugby Club, would like to see it. 

Rhona Finlayson 
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Bumble bees shown to be adversely affected by low levels of neonicotinoid 

insecticides 

This year research at the Universities of St Andrews and Dundee has confirmed that the levels of 

neonicotinoid insecticides accepted to exist in agriculture cause both impairment of bumblebees’ 

brain cells and cause a subsequent poor performance of the bee colonies. 

The contribution of the neonicotinoids to the global decline of insect pollinators is controversial 

and contested by many in the agriculture industry. However, the new research, published in 

February 2015 in the Journal of the Federation of American Societies for Experimental Biology, 

demonstrates for the first time that the low levels found in the nectar and pollen of plants is 

sufficient to deliver neuroactive levels to their site of action, the bee brain. 

Dr Chris Connolly, a Reader in the Division of Neuroscience at Dundee’s School of Medicine, has 

spent several years examining the risk from neonicotinoids and other commonly used classes of 

pesticides on both honeybees and bumblebees. He and his colleagues at Dundee carried out 

combined laboratory and field studies and the data was analysed at St Andrews. The results 

showed very low levels of neonicotinoids caused bumblebee colonies to have an estimated 55%

reduction in live bee numbers, a 71% reduction in healthy brood cells, and a 57% reduction in the 

total bee mass of a nest. 

Dr Connolly says the paper represents the best scientific evidence to date connecting 

neonicotinoid consumption to poor performance of bees and that the effects of the pesticide must 

be considered by policy makers seeking to protect the abundance and diversity of insect 

pollinators. 

“Our research demonstrates beyond doubt that the level of neonicotinoids generally accepted as 

the average level present in the wild causes brain dysfunction and colonies to perform poorly 

when consumed by bumblebees,” he said. “In fact, our research showed that the ability to perturb 

brain cells can be found at 1/5th to 1/10th of the levels that people think are present in the wild. 

“This is not surprising as pesticides are designed to affect brains of insects so it is doing what it is 

supposed to do and that it has the effect on bees as well as the pest species. The bumblebees don’t 

die due to exposure to neonicotinoids but their brains cells don’t perform well as a result and this 

causes adverse outcomes for individual bees and colonies”. 

“This is not proof that neonicotinoids are solely responsible for the decline in insect pollinators, 

but a clear linear relationship is now established. We can now be confident that at these levels, 

neonicotinoids disrupt brain function, bee learning and the ability to forage for food and so limit 

colony growth. 

“It may be possible to help bees if more food in the form of bee-friendly plants were available to 

bees in the countryside and in our gardens. We suggest that the neonicotinoids are no longer used 

on any bee-friendly garden plants, or on land that is, or will be, used by crops visited by bees or 

other insect pollinators.” Insect pollinators provide essential ecosystem services and make an 

estimated contribution of $215 billion to worldwide economies every year while supporting much 

of the world’s food production.  

Neonicotinoid contamination of the nectar and pollen consumed by bees is around 2.5 parts per 

billion (~ 1 teaspoon in an Olympic swimming pool). There has been wide debate over whether 

this level is enough to affect the bees. To answer this question, the Dundee-St Andrews team fed 

bumblebees this low level of neonicotinoid and measured its accumulation at its target site, the 
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bee brain 

At this level, some neonicotinoids were fast acting, shutting down the major site of energy 

production, the mitochondria, in brain cells. At even lower levels, brain cells become vulnerable and 

under these conditions, brain cells cannot function and bees struggle to learn important life skills, 

such as recognising that the scent of a flower predicts a food reward, or remembering their way home. 

To test if these conditions affected whole colonies, the researchers provided nests with 2.5 parts per 

billion neonicotinoid in sugar water, while they were free flying in a wilderness environment in the 

Scottish Highlands, searching for nectar and pollen to raise their brood. They found that bumblebee 

colonies exposed to the neonicotinoid performed poorly in terms of nest size, number of bees and 

condition of the nest. The findings link environmental exposure levels of neonicotinoids to poor 

bumblebee performance and indicate that decreased brain function is responsible. 

Universities of Dundee and St Andrews websites and Journal of the Federation of American Societies for 

Experimental Biology  

WBKA Web Site Update 

I took over managing the web site at the beginning of February and since then I’ve been updating 

the content and assessing what further work needs to be done to make the site more useful to both 

members and non-members and also to make it easier to manage. 

The site has been built-up from good foundations, but over time, as new bits have been added, 

some of the content has become fragmented, the navigation is inconsistent, and the way the pages 

have been built makes maintenance of the content more difficult than it needs to be. So I’ve begun 

making a number of improvements which will help to address these issues, which will both give 

members some fresh content and make the site easier to manage.  

These are the main areas I’m working on:- 

 Simplify the navigation and make it consistent on all pages. 

 Update the design to improve 'look and feel' and to make it easier to manage in future. 

 Consolidate all the information for members under one section. 

 Have a single area where non-members can find-out more about beekeeping and how to 

get involved. 

 Move the Swarms link to the main menu so it’s easy for people to find. Update the page 

with more useful information. 

 Add an ‘In the Apiary’ section to the home page, linking to information on the 

development of a colony over the year and advice on tasks for the current month. 

 Build a new contact form to help reduce spam by removing email addresses from the 

pages. 

  

The new design has been approved by the Committee and we will be working on the new content 

over the next few months so it should not be long before it can be fully launched. Until then the 

content on the old website has been updated so events and contact details are correct.  

Laurence Truman 
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Yorkshire Beekeepers Association AGM 

I was asked to go along to the AGM of Yorkshire Beekeepers Association on Wharfedale’s behalf 

last December. I went and came back with very mixed feelings. YBKA is an umbrella body of 

smaller local associations in the region, and it is through them that we have affiliation/membership 

of the British Beekeepers Association, this layer is not a requirement, many associations deal direct 

with BBKA, however through closer working together our associations are able to pool resources 

and energies and avoid duplication across the region. 

The documents in advance didn’t make clear that the event was a full day one, so I had only planned 

to be there until after the advertised free lunch (had I listened to my mum I would have known-

there’s no such thing). At 2pm I had to be in Skipton to carry out Father Christmas duties at a 

children’s party. 

The morning was given over to the President of the British Beekeepers Association, an eloquent, 

personable and informed man, however in the question and answer session after his presentation I 

started to feel uncomfortable, it transpires that the BBKA gets corporate sponsorship from seed 

companies that use neonicotinoid pesticides, BBKA has refused to express any opinion on neonics 

in spite of much anecdotal evidence of the disruption that they cause bees, saying that it needs clear 

research before a BBKA position can be made. The research is largely funded by the companies that 

produce the pesticide. I started to feel that the corporates were being put before the garden 

beekeeper. 

After the free lunch (very nice) began the AGM proper, I was now feeling a little embarrassed that I 

was going to have to make an early getaway or there would be tears in Skipton. The YBKA 

chairperson has a ceremonial gavel and ribbon of medals and badges-that came as a surprise, but I 

guess this is evidence of the history of the organisation. The first 45 minutes of the meeting (all the 

time that I had-given I hadn’t allowed for it being a full day meeting) was spent deciding whether 

the AGM could actually be an AGM. The terms of the constitution are that in order to be quorate 

10% of the membership must be present; that would require over 100 people, we were in the region 

of 40. The room was pretty full, and there is no way that the space could accommodate such 

numbers-and the lunch would have been nothing more than a snack. It was clear that there was no 

expectation of such numbers, and in the heated debate over quoracy it became apparent that the 

associations AGM hasn’t been quorate this century. 

I was furious and despairing at the same time. Everyone gives their time freely, and largely 

willingly; I am sure that no one sets out to be obstreperous, however it is clear that YBKA has a 

constitution that is not fit for purpose. I had to leave before any real business began, and a left with a 

heavy sadness at the petty bureaucracy, and corporate greed of our greater associations. I hope I 

have misunderstood. 

 Rob Claxton-Ingham 
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FROM THE ARCHIVE  

An item from past editions of Combings from the Geoff Halsall archive chosen by Bruce Speed 

A Very TALL Story 

No beekeeper likes angry bees and there is no shame in closing up and retreating to leave them for 

another day; we’ve all done that.  However, it is unwise to turn your back on them for ever, there 

will be consequences as this report by Peter Longbottom in December 1995 Combings described:- 

 

Keith Hodgson was about to emigrate to France and wanted his last hive moved before he sold his 

house. Would the Association like the hive? It was a tower of three brood boxes and four supers, 

showing what happens if you become afraid of your bees, pamper them with half-filled boxes from 

other hives, and then leave them to become well established for 5 years and only then call in the 

heavy gang to sort them out! 

 

A clearer board was inserted to clear bees from the supers – all full to the brim after a brilliant 

honey year. That bit went well. The supers were taken to my home apiary until I had time to do 

something about them. As it happened, there was a small hole in one of the supers and in a few 

days the honey had all been robbed out…...problem solved.  

 

Reducing the brood area to manageable proportions did not go so smoothly. My only excuse is that 

it really was unrealistic to even attempt to find the queen – and the laws of cussedness came into 

play big time. Eventually though, the remnants were taken to WBKA’s apiary at Craven Cattle 

Mart. To this day, I have no idea whether the queen came too. It is going to be fun finding out in 

the spring. Mind you, if she does continue to have stroppy daughters her days are numbered, good 

honey-getter or no! 

 

I remember it well, being part of the heavy gang with Peter Longbottom, Brian Spence and the late 

Allan Thompson. Amazingly Allan was the only one to be stung!              

Bruce Speed 

The Bees by Laline Paull I am currently reading the novel 

published last year "The Bees" by Laline Paull. It is an interesting 

story written in as if in the first person by a worker bee. It is an 

unusual approach and although I found it a little contrived to start with 

it is a very interesting reading from a beekeepers perspective, and on 

the whole I have found it well researched and can recommend it.   

Sophie van Berkel 

The author, Laline Paull, has taken plenty of liberties with bee biology 

but nevertheless, an fascinating read, Tracy Chevalier, author of a Girl 

with a Pearl Earing, describes it as ‘A rich, strange book, utterly 

convincing in its portrayal of the mind-set of a bee and a hive’. 
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Allan Thompson 1935 – 2014 

Several members attended the Memorial service for Allan who sadly died on Christmas Day. 

Allan’s heart had not been strong for some time. After his Christmas lunch, he collapsed and passed 

away with all his family round him. Allan’s live had been full, varied, and an active one – 

gamekeeper, farmer, skilled cabinetmaker/furniture restorer, beekeeper are the ones I remember 

from the long list in his eulogy. A life long teetotaler, his energy seemed to have no bounds. Ever 

making his own equipment was a ‘given’. Not for him simple wooden stands for his hives on the 

banks of the Wharfe, but elevated stone pillars to lift them above flood level. Sadly, despite the 

precautions, one terrible flood, the river took some of them. 

 

Allan was on the WBKA committee for a number of years, with two spells as Hon Secretary. 

Though having nothing to do with computers, he was an excellent Hon. Sec. in the old-fashioned 

way. Certainly, he demonstrated that a hand written letter can be most persuasive.  Who else would 

have had the foresight to invite the reigning Miss Honey World to attend the Field Day we 

organized for YBKA at Bolton Abbey? (Appointed at Apimondia in Australia, she was English and 

delightful! Shortly to be married, Allan’s family presented her with a beautiful wedding cake). 

Thanks to Allan and his Upper Wharfedale team, the Field Day was acknowledged to serve the 

finest lunch ever. The standard of catering did not receive its annual criticism that year. 

 

Who else would have had the courage to invite the internationally esteemed Prof Robert Pickard to 

travel from South Wales to Ilkley to give a lecture to ‘little’ WBKA? Local Associations helped to 

fill the upstairs hall in Christchurch. Nobody who heard it will forget the sheer professionalism of 

the content and delivery of that lecture.  

 

Another catering and Yorkshire-wide success was the apiary meeting at my heather apiary in 

Arncliffe – glorious weather seemed to bless his events –followed by tea in the Village Hall. On a 

more prosaic level, Allan put himself out year after year to help set up and support our stand at the 

Broughton Game Show. Here his caravan was ever on hand to provide a soothing cuppa to those on 

duty. 

 

With so many other interests, Allan’s beekeeping style was perhaps a bit more relaxed than some 

purists would have it; beekeeping suit not as clean; comb changes perhaps less often than necessary; 

equipment stored in a less than organized way; but you could not fault his enthusiasm for the craft 

nor for his involvement within our Association. His ill health may prevented him from taking 

forward the queen rearing and bee development project as he envisage but Allan’s great 

contribution to WBKA was to take us out of our insular selves and to promote beekeeping 

anywhere he could. He will be greatly missed. 

Peter Longbottom  
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Allan Thompson as Hon. Sec. entertaining everyone as he thanked Sarah Braythorn after an 

enjoyable Association visit to Braythorn Bees a few years ago (photo Rhona Finlayson) 

Allan Thompson preparing for a WBKA meeting (photo Brian Spence) 
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Beekeeping Q & A Problem Page 

If you have a beekeeping problem to solve please send in your question to the 

editors of Combings and beekeepers of long experience will answer on this 

page. 

Q.   I want some drawn brood comb ready for a bait hive and also to put in nucs. I was going to  

    put a brood box with undrawn foundation on top of a strong colony for them to draw out in  

    time for the swarm season. I don't want to put it on too early whilst the bees are feeding the 

    new brood and weaken the colony. However it needs to go on before the honey flow. So   

    when is the best time to do this? 

 

A. Now!  But you may find they will put nectar in it or if on top of a super just ignore it.  

    It is a suck it and see situation. 

 

 

 

 

 

Q.   It has been said that you should wait to do the first inspection of the year until it is "short   

    sleeved" warm weather.  This year it seemed to be a long time before the temperature was  

    that warm . Should we just be patient? 

 

A. At the beginning of a new season it is natural for the beekeeper to be anxious or just 

curious to want to look  to see what is going on in the hive.  It is also important to be 

assured that the colony has the stores it needs to cherish developing brood. Wait until there 

are a few consecutive warm "flying " days. Check for brood and stores with the minimum 

of disturbance. If the bees resent your visit and are bad-tempered, close up and trying again 

later ! 

 

 

Q .  I've head it said "bees in a wood do no good", given that bees are arboreal creatures is this 

   true and if so why? 

A.   Well I suppose bees in a wood don't do a lot for the beekeeper but they certainly do their  

   bit for the environment. At the beginning of the Varroa invasion it seemed that most of   

   the feral colonies were wiped out but now, ten or so years on, there is evidence that some 

   feral colonies are thriving. Is it too much to hope that Apis mellifera mellifera is      

   beginning to develop natural resistance to the pesky mite and the viruses it carries? 
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Skep-Making Day 

On a cold blustery Saturday in February a small group of us met to enjoy a warm, cosy and 

convivial day of skep making, organised through the MOB/COW group and generously hosted 

by Linda Beattie who provided us with a delicious lunch. Most of us were restarting skeps we 

had begun last year and it took a while before we remembered the technique and got back into the 

rhythm of it, using the gauge tool to create the straw coil and the fid to bind it together using split 

cane. 

As we sat in a circle around the pile of dampened straw which was our raw material and admired 

each others’ handiwork, it was very evident that the shape and size of skeps is as varied as there 

are numbers of skep makers. Each person’s hands creating the shape, crafting the straw so that 

every skep is unique and has its own beauty, though it sometimes feels as though the straw has a 

mind of its own! 

Traditionally, skeps were made using straw and strips of bramble bark and for hundreds of years 

were the most common form of beehive in the British Isles. Nowadays we mainly use them for 

swarm catching but in the past they were a common sight in gardens and apiaries, often nestling 

from the elements in specially built niches in walls, known as ‘bee boles’. 

Old crafts like skep-making have commonly been carried-out as social activities and these 

sessions have been a great way to both learn a new skill and get to know our fellow beekeepers 

better. The time seemed to pass very quickly with good conversation and good food to help and 

by the end of the day we had made a bit of a mess in Linda’s house and an impressive group of 

completed and part-completed skeps! We are looking forward to catching our first swarm of the 

year in a skep. 

Rhona Finlayson and Laurence Truman 

 CLARO BEES LTD.  for all your beekeeping supplies 

 
Opening times:  Saturday mornings from 9am – 12.30pm during the beekeeping season:  

March 21st - October 31st inclusive 

 

Very keen prices on all items. A comprehensive stocks of  hive parts & accessories, foundation, 

tools, smokers, clothing, queen rearing equipment, medications, jars & lids, candle making 

equipment and books.  

 

Knowledgeable beekeepers are always present to offer impartial advice on suitability of equipment 

prior to purchase as well as beekeeping problems. Payments by cash and cheque only. 

 

Ample FREE parking adjacent to shop. Find us:  first left after the RHS Harlow Carr Gardens, 

Crag Lane, Harrogate, HG3 1QA                                                     e-mail: ClaroBees@hrbka.org.uk 

 

Please remember that Claro Bees cannot accept cards, payment by cash and cheque only please  

mailto:ClaroBees@hrbka.org.uk
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Linda, Ian, Rob, Laurence, Rhona and Julie skep making in February (photo by David Beattie) 

And the fruits of their labours in this collection of skeps 

Queen colour for 2015 is BLUE 


