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They were stuck. They had to let me get a 
colony; after all, one of my teachers was 
invested in my new-found interest!

My parents, in their wisdom, did not 
want me to get started on my own so they 
actively sought a mentor for their bud-
ding entrepreneur. My father worked with 
someone who was a beekeeper earlier in 
his life and he had given all of his beekeep-
ing equipment to a friend of his named 
Joe Miller. It was this friend-of-a-friend 
who became my mentor. Mr. Miller took 
me under his wing when I was 12, taught 
me for 6 or so months, and then gave me 
the bees that I immediately moved into the 
empty hive given me by my teacher. I was 
a beekeeper! I even got stung my first trip 

out to my own hive! It was awesome. As a 
side note, Mr. Miller developed lung cancer 
early in my beekeeping career. He passed 
away when I was 13 and left me his colo-
nies and equipment. I owe my beekeeping 
foundation to him. 

My years post-mentor were probably the 
most challenging of my beekeeping career. 
I had no one to ask questions and no one to 
supervise my new hobby. I had 16 colonies 
on my grandparents’ property and I learned 
the hard way – I learned about bees and 
beekeeping by working bees. And work 
bees I did. I went to visit them weekly. I 
would have gone daily if my parents would 
have taken me. I went through season after 
season, making honey, controlling swarms 

(well, trying to control swarms), managing 
pests and diseases, and otherwise engaging 
in all things husbandry related. Those were 
great years.

I remained super active in bees/beekeep-
ing throughout my middle and high school 
years. For example, I was a 4-Her in school 
and bees were always the subject of my 4-H 
projects. I even found ways to incorporate 
bees into my science fair projects. I can say 
with certainty that my participation in sci-
ence fair and 4-H (and the teachers/leaders 
who assisted me with both) motivated me to 
choose the career path I am in now.  

From high school, I went to the Univer-
sity of Georgia (Gooooo Dawgs) to work 
on a BS in biology. I was fortunate during 
my high school years to call on Dr. Keith 
Delaplane for assistance with my 4-H and 
science fair projects. Dr. Delaplane was 
(and is) the honey bee extension special-
ist at UGA. He invited me to work in his 
lab while I attended UGA. I was super 
excited about this. I met him and signed 
the paperwork my first day on campus as 
an undergraduate. I spent all four years of 
my undergraduate life at UGA helping Dr. 
Delaplane. I was basically his undergradu-
ate lab assistant. I took care of the apiary, 
assisted in research projects, and otherwise 
did what I was told.

As I approached the completion of my 
undergraduate degree requirements, Dr. 
Delaplane helped set the stage for my next 
bee-endeavor: graduate school. He sug-
gested that I consider going overseas to 
graduate school. What a great idea! I ap-
plied to and was accepted by Rhodes Uni-
versity in Grahamstown, South Africa. 
Now, that was a change in pace from my 
early life in Georgia!

I loved my time in South Africa. I was 
there formally to investigate small hive bee-
tles. However, I spent a lot of time work-
ing with Cape honey bees, scutellata (the 
“killer” honey bee), and honey bee ecol-
ogy. What an experience. If you ever get 
a chance to go to South Africa – take it . . . 

(l) My small apiary. I tell people that I am a hobbyist beekeeper at home, where I keep around 7 colonies, 
and a commercial beekeeper at work.   (r) My backyard colonies are largely responsible for pollinating 
the blueberries and vegetable plants in our small orchard and garden seen here. They otherwise exist to 
amaze me. 

The equipment shed. What beekeeping operation is complete without 
a small tractor and a shed full of supers, hive bodies, bottom boards, 
etc.? Someday I will have a honey house – I guess when I move to an 
area where bees can make honey.
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After obtaining my PhD from Rhodes, I 
took a brief detour through UGA as a Post 
Doc in Dr. Delaplane’s lab. That led me to 
where I am today – the University of Flor-
ida. I was hired by UF in August of 2006. 
I now manage my own lab, oversee gradu-
ate students/technicians/post docs/etc., and 
wonder everyday how I could be so lucky. 

Throughout it all, I continue to man-
age honey bees. I am still a beekeeper. I 
chuckle a bit when I travel and give bee-
keeping-related talks to bee clubs around 
the world. Everyone wants to hear the 
science, the latest research, and the next 
cutting-edge technology soon to be avail-
able to beekeepers everywhere. But, the 
question I get more than any other (well, 
at least as much as any other) is: “are 
you a beekeeper”? I chuckle because 
I fully recognize that it is a test of my  
“street cred”. My emphatic answer every 
time is “yes, I am a beekeeper”.

Beekeeping has been great to me and 
now to my ever-expanding family. I mar-
ried an amazing young lady (Amanda Ellis) 
in 2002. Amanda has a BS degree in wild-
life biology from UGA and MS in Zoology 
from Rhodes. Most impressive though is 
that she later decided to get a PhD from 
UGA in pollination ecology. She’s smart 
and beautiful (did I mention otherwise 
“perfect”?). We have 4 children: Mathias 
(5), Analy (4), Jude (2), and Evelyn Grace 
(3 months). Mathias works bees with me 
and even traveled to South Africa with me 
recently to collect samples of Cape honey 
bees. Beekeeping continues to be a bless-
ing for me and now I can share it with my 
family.

So – why did I tell you all of this? Well, 
it is quite simple. I have been thinking for 
some time that I would love to write a col-
umn in the American Bee Journal about 
“how to keep bees”. My thought is that I 
could share “how to” ideas on all things 

related to bees and beekeeping. I teach a 
beekeeping course at UF so I thought that 
this course would translate nicely into a 
column. 

I was speaking at a honey bee health 
summit recently in St. Louis. Joe Graham, 
editor of the American Bee Journal, con-
tacted me after seeing me at that meeting 
and asked if I had ever considered writing 
a column on beekeeping “how-to’s”. Call it 
serendipity. Call it divine intervention. Call 
it whatever. I jumped on the idea.

That is what the article is. It is my in-
troduction to me. I wanted you to hear 
a little bit of my background and get to 
know something about me now that I will 
join the American Bee Journal family and 
be spending so much time with you in the 

(l) My oldest son, Mathias, helping me with my bees.  (r) My entire family [from left to right: me holding Jude (2), 
Amanda holding Evelyn Grace (3 months), Analy (4), and Mathias (5)]. Beekeeping is an art that I have been able to 
share with others.

future. My years as a beekeeper have taught 
me a lot about what I do not know about 
bees and beekeeping. However, what I do 
know I plan to share with you through this 
monthly column. 

My current intention with this column 
is to give you step-by-step instructions on 
how to keep bees. This will include discus-
sions on all sorts of topics, from assembling 
equipment and setting up an apiary to rec-
ognizing and controlling bee pests and dis-
eases. I also want to teach you about the 
biology/ecology of the amazing insect with 
which we all interact. My plan is to cover 
a given topic monthly, for example: assem-
bling a frame. I will cover such topics in 
step-by-step detail and include high-quality 
photographs to augment my text. I also will 
include a second small section in my article 
each month and in it I will discuss some 
aspect of honey bee biology. This approach 
will allow me to (1) focus on a specific 
“how to” topic (the main thrust of the col-
umn) and (2) throw in a bit of information 
on bee biology – information that I share 
with college students taking my course.

The name of my column will be Field 
Guide to Beekeeping. Though this article is 
not a good example for obvious reasons, I 
will try not to be too verbose with my col-
umn. I feel that instructions are often lost in 
the details of wordy articles. My commit-
ment to you is to tell you the facts, all the 
facts, and nothing but the facts

I really look forward to sharing with you 
my love for beekeeping. Honey bees have 
done a lot for me over the years. I some-
times marvel at the direction my life has 
taken on the backs of these tiny little crea-
tures. Man’s association with honey bees 
goes back thousands of years. I am but a 
small part of that association. I hope that 
this column will allow me to be a part of 
your association with bees. To the future! 
Happy beekeeping.

ABJ_Jan_2014.indb   33 12/3/2013   9:27:41 AM


