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ing hive inspection, get squished when you 
reassemble the hive, or get “rolled,” the 
latter being a beekeeper term that describes 
a queen being damaged when taking out a 
frame from or replacing it into the hive. I 
have killed or lost my share of queens over 
the years. Do not panic when this happens 
to you. Colonies are pretty good at fixing 
the messes we create for them. 

12) You will need to feed your bees 
(Figure 6). Ok, so I suspect that this com-
ment will ruffle some feathers. I know there 
are the purists among us who say that feed-
ing bees is not necessary and that we should 
always leave enough honey behind for the 
bees. I agree with parts of that statement. I 
agree that we should not have to feed our 
bees. In a perfect world, all of the places we 
put our bees will overflow with nectar, so 
much in fact that the bees will make plenty 
of honey for themselves and even more for 
us. I also agree that we should leave enough 
honey behind for the bees, given that honey 
is the fuel that keeps the colony going. All 
that said, the world is not a perfect place 
and sometimes colonies starve. I submit 
to you “Exhibit A” in my defense of the 
preceding statement: my own apiary. I live 
in an area where nectar trickles, usually two 
times a year. My bees forage on wild cherry 
in February and March. In the best years, 
they can produce about a medium super’s 
worth of honey. The honey is not table 
grade (i.e. you would not want to put it on a 
biscuit) so I leave it for the bees. That super 
barely gets them to August, which is when 
Spanish needle blooms. As with wild cher-
ry, the bees produce a low quality honey 
from Spanish needle, and about another 
medium super’s worth. This gets them to 
the following February, when wild cherry 
blooms again. Twice since I have lived in 
Florida, the wild cherry bloomed on time in 
late February, only to be followed by a few 
nights of freezing temperatures that killed 
all of the blooms. My bees made nothing 

in spring. I had to feed them to get them to 
make it to fall, when Spanish needle pro-
vided what they needed to survive winter. 
I share this long story to note that feeding 
bees is something all beekeepers have to 
do at some point. We are working with a 
living creature, often at densities that are 
not natural (i.e. a lot of colonies kept in the 
same place), in an environment where they 
are not native. Sometimes, we just have to 
feed them. 

13) Extracted honey gets everywhere, 
EVERYWHERE. Honey is fun to produce. 
Some of my favorite childhood memories 
come from my time in my grandfather’s 
dairy barn, extracting the honey that my 
bees (and I) worked so hard to create. 
Carelessness during this process will teach 
you that it only takes a little bit of spilt 
honey to coat nearly everything in the room. 

14) You will break a jar of honey. 
I thought this shared beekeeper experi-
ence follows the preceding one nicely. 
Honey bees make honey. Honey needs to 
be extracted. Extracted honey needs to be 
bottled. Some jars are made of glass. People 
drop glass honey jars. Do you see the logi-
cal progression? Of course, breaking a jar 
of honey is the same as throwing money out 
of the window. However, it is inevitable. 
Just remember: there is no use in crying 
over spilt milk, err, I mean honey. 

15) You are going to lose your hive tool 
(Figure 7). Hive tools, to me, are the single 
most important tool that a beekeeper owns. 
The typical beekeeper will find himself/
herself using hive tools to do things that 
they never imaged doing with the tool. 
Years ago, my wife wrote an article for the 
American Bee Journal about the various 
uses of a hive tool. I forget now how many 
uses she noted, but it certainly illustrates 
the point that they are indispensable to the 
beekeeper, almost like a third arm. They 
are so important to the beekeeper that every 
beekeeper should own more than one hive 
tool. Why? It is simple: beekeepers lose 
hive tools. Hive tools are small, inconspicu-
ous, and super easy to lose. I am fortunate 
enough to still have (and use) the same hive 
tool I bought as a 12-year-old. That makes 
me the only beekeeper I know keeping bees 
longer than 5 years to still have the same 
hive tool. I jokingly point out to my team at 
my lab that hive tools are the item I have to 
purchase most since so many of them lose 
the tools so often. I also jokingly think that 
future archeologists are going to be able to 
identify nearly every apiary site ever used 
by beekeepers in the 20th and 21st centuries. 
Why? Because there will be a hive tool or 
six left in the ground nearly everywhere 
bees have been kept. Hive tools are cheap. 
Buy lots of them. You will need them.

16) You are the person in your sphere 
of influence who will get all of the swarm 
calls. Beekeeping was not particularly pop-
ular when I was growing up, certainly not 
as popular as it is today. In fact, I grew up 
in an area generally devoid of beekeepers. I 
did not know any other beekeepers after my 
mentor died when I was 13. As a result of 

this, I was the resident “bee expert”. Being 
a beekeeper is something that everyone 
quickly seems to know. Rumors of your 
involvement with bees will spread like 
wildfire. Along with that fame comes the 
burden that everyone will call upon you 
when they have bees in their chimney, in 
their walls, a swarm in their garden, etc. 
You will have to decide early on if you 
plan to offer bee removal services for your 
friends and neighbors. I happen to have 
great memories of providing this service 
for friends-of-the-family when I was a 
kid. However, providing that service is not 
for everyone. I will try to entice you into 
providing it by noting that bee removal spe-
cialists are a lot like what the public thinks 
superman is. There is a perilous situation 
(or perceived perilous by the public) – a 
swarm of bees. There are the scared victims 
(the homeowners). There is the unassuming 
member of the public who happens to be 
a beekeeper (you). But wait! The unas-
suming beekeeper goes into his/her truck 
an ordinary man/woman (much like Clark 
Kent goes into the phone booth) and comes 
out fully clothed in a bee suit (much like 
Superman). With an air of confidence, the 
beekeeper goes directly to the problem, 
making quick work of the colony (hope-
fully, in a manner in which the bees are 
spared), and eliciting accolades from the 
adoring public. The beekeeper in this short 
story is you. Are you up to the task? 

17) Someone is going to want you to be 
their mentor. Occasionally, you will dis-
cover that there is someone out there who 
is just as strange as you are. That person, 
upon finding out you are a beekeeper, will 
want you to teach them the ancient tech-
niques used in the craft. They want to be a 
beekeeper, and they want you to be the one 
who teaches them. This person may come 
to you because they want their garden polli-
nated. They may come to you because they 
heard bees are dying and they want to help. 
For whatever reason, they have chosen you 

Figure 7. You will lose your hive tool. 
Photograph: Jamie Ellis.

Figure 6. You will have to feed 
your bees, at least at some point. 
Photograph: Jamie Ellis.
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to impart beekeeping-related knowledge on 
them. I owe a lot to those who have men-
tored me. I try to pay it forward by helping 
others. I think one of the best things we can 
do as beekeepers is ensure another genera-
tion of people interested in the welfare and 
culture of honey bees. Try being a mentor. 
You might just like it. I will note that being 
a mentor comes with a fair warning: your 
mentee(s) will want a lot of your time.

18) Someone is going to want your bees 
to pollinate their garden, fruit trees, or 
crops (Figure 8). A lot, maybe most, bee-
keepers get into the craft for the purposes 
of honey production. This does not mean 
most colonies are used to produce honey 
(in fact, they are not – most are used for 
crop pollination). Instead, most beekeepers 
are hobbyists/sideliners and most of these 
individuals keep bees for the purpose of 
honey production. Even still, your friends, 
family, and neighbors will discover that you 
have bees and want you to bring your bees 
to their place to provide pollination services 
for their plants. This same thing happened 
to me when I was young. A local pharma-
cist grew blueberries on his property and he 
wanted my bees to be placed near his plants 
so that they would be pollinated adequately. 
I provided him 1-2 colonies each year at 
$40 a colony. I enjoyed doing this, but it is 
not for everyone. It behooves all beekeep-
ers to have at least a remedial knowledge of 
crop pollination given that most beekeepers 
will be asked to use their bees to provide 
pollination services. 

19) People are going to give you A LOT 
of bee paraphernalia (Figure 9). This WILL 
happen. People will discover that you are a 
beekeeper quickly. They, then, will “think 
of you” when they see a towel that has 
hexagons on it, a soap that has honey 
infused into it, a crystal bee pollinating a 
crystal flower, or a t-shirt that has a bee on 
it. Heck, someone even gave my wife a pair 
of panties that had images of bees all over it 
– just because they knew I was a beekeeper. 
One of the things that I discovered when I 
became a beekeeper is that bees, hexagons, 
honey pots, etc. are used EVERYWHERE, 
on all types of common goods, trinkets, 
etc. You men might even know that some 
urinals have an image of a honey bee on 
it, toward the bottom. The idea is that this 
spot represents the place which, when hit, 
produces the least amount of splatter – go 
figure. The reason I share all of this is that 
people will think of you a lot when they 
see all the items out there that have bees on 
them, ALL OF THE ITEMS. To make life 
more interesting, they will not only think 
about you when they see this stuff, they 
will purchase it for you and expect you to 
use it. Of course, I am overwhelmed by the 
generosity of others. It gives me hope that 
all people have at least some good in them, 
waiting to be expressed. That said, I was not 
ready for the onslaught of bee parapherna-
lia that has found its way into my life just 
because I am a beekeeper. I do not save a 
lot of this paraphernalia. Quite frankly, you 
would be hard pressed to know I was a bee-

keeper if you walked into my house, unless, 
I guess, you rummaged through my wife’s 
underwear drawer. 

20) Your bee library is going to grow 
(Figure 10). As if I have to tell you, honey 
bees are fascinating and, correspondingly, 
are featured prominently in books and other 
sources of literature. When I first became 
a beekeeper, I could not own enough bee 
books. In fact, even today I want to own 
more, much to the chagrin of my wife. All 
beekeepers I know soon discover that their 
bee libraries grow continuously, despite 
agreements with their spouse to slow the 
growth. I happen to think that this is ok. 
Humans should be life-long learners. Why 
not allow your library to expand as your 
hunger for bee knowledge grows? 

Figure 8. You will be asked to provide bees to pollinate someone’s garden or 
fruit trees. Photograph: University of Florida.

21) You are going to want more colo-
nies (Figure 11). I always tell beekeepers 
that they should start with at least three 
colonies. I do this for a few simple reasons. 
First, having a few colonies helps you know 
when a certain colony is underperform-
ing. You do not seem to notice this when 
you have only one. Second, you can use 
the resources of the other colonies to help 
the struggling colony. It takes me quite 
an effort to talk people into starting with 
three colonies. However, it takes consider-
ably more effort to talk them into stopping 
there once they have them. Many people 
who become beekeepers simply cannot 
have enough bees. I like this trait in an 
individual, but it comes with a few poten-
tial drawbacks. First, the beekeeper may 

Figure 9. You will be given more bee-themed paraphernalia than you can 
handle. Photograph: Jamie Ellis.
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expand faster than the resources, both time 
and financial, become available to manage 
the bees. Second, the beekeeper may get 
“burned out” with the new craft. Thus, I 
teach people to start with three, work with 
them for one-to-two years, and then make 
a planned, deliberate expansion of their 
operation. This hunger for more bees is 
not unique to hobbyists. Many commercial 
beekeepers have seen their operations grow 
significantly, especially in recent years. 

Having bees makes one want more bees. 
This, in and of itself, is ok. However, one 
should plan for the growth prudently, other-
wise you might find yourself being “stung” 
in the end. 

22) You are going to become a renaissance 
man/woman. Successful beekeepers are usu-
ally well-rounded individuals. They are 
botanists, meteorologists, bee veterinarians, 
carpenters, food processors, accountants, 
behaviorists, ecologists, and environmental-

ists, all among other types of professionals. 
Seasoned beekeepers find themselves know-
ing a little about a lot of fields. For example, 
beekeepers discover gadget-making skills 
they did not know they had. Beekeepers 
tend to develop remarkable problem-solving 
skills. It becomes an art when these skills 
translate into gadgets that help make the 
craft easier, more enjoyable, and the bees 
healthier. I must get a zillion (well, maybe 
that is an overestimate) emails a year from 
beekeepers telling me about the latest gad-
get they have invented that will save the 
beekeeping industry. Beekeepers become 
skilled botanists, knowing when certain 
plants come into bloom, how much nectar 
and pollen they produce, what weather con-
ditions favor their growth, etc. Beekeepers, 
literally, are bee veterinarians. They observe 
signs of disease in colonies, have to diagnose 
what they see, and then prescribe and apply 
a remedy to the hive. Beekeepers become 
arm-chair politicians given that they have 
to know the rules governing beekeeping in 
their area or because they end up lobbying 
for the craft they enjoy. I, honestly, cannot 
think of another profession that involves, 
nay demands, such a well-rounded skill set 
as that of beekeeping. This is part of what 
makes beekeeping so special. 

23) You are going to be the “go-to” 
individual for local, regional, and possibly 
even national press. Bees have featured 
prominently in the media ever since I start-
ed beekeeping 27 years ago. This promi-
nence escalated to an all-time high the past 
decade. The news media cannot seem to 
publish enough reports about bees. This, 
of course, can be a good thing. It draws 
attention to our craft, helps people realize 
the importance of bees, etc. However, it 
also puts us, as beekeepers, in the limelight, 
where many of us do not want (or some-
times need) to be. As a beekeeper, you will 
find yourself being solicited for quotes in 
your local paper, regional nightly news 
show, etc. Sometimes, like in my case, the 
requests are overwhelming. I hate to be 
cynical, but much of what I say to reporters 
is presented in a manner inconsistent with 
my intent, which I suppose is what people 
mean when they say “taken out of context.” 
Thus, I feel that I have not enjoyed being 
used in this capacity. I have told a lot of 
people recently that “fake news” was not 
born in the months leading up to the 2016 
U.S. Presidential election. Instead, it started 
in fall of 2006, when “colony collapse 
disorder” (or CCD) was born and we were 
told cell phones were killing honey bees. 
It has taken a death spiral ever sense. The 
good news is that many of the local papers, 
TV news shows, and radio stations just 
want to report on the importance of bees. 
Be prepared to be deemed the local expert. 
Represent the industry, and the bees, well. 

24) Some of your colonies will die. I 
feel like this one is necessary to include 
in my list of shared beekeeper experiences 
because of the common myth that bee colo-
nies can live indefinitely as long as we man-
age them appropriately. To kill that myth, Figure 11. You will want more bees. Photograph: University of Florida.

Figure 10. 
Your bee library 

will expand. 
Photograph: 
Jamie Ellis.
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I need to remind you that honey bees and 
the colonies they form are living organisms 
and that all things that live eventually die. 
Honey bees are no exception. Many-a-new 
beekeeper purchases his/her bees early in 
the year, only for the entire colony to die 
over the course of the season. This can be 
disheartening. I remember vividly the first 
colony I had that I thought was going to die. 
It was somewhat gut-wrenching at the time, 
almost like losing a pet. I had to explain 
to my parents and my grandfather why I 
thought the colony was declining, what I 
might be able to do to save it, etc. It is easy 
to let the death of a colony get you down. 
However, I tell beekeepers that death, even 
colony death, is a normal part of life. 
All beekeepers will experience this with a 
colony if they work bees long enough. You 
might be interested to hear that over the last 
decade, U.S. beekeepers have experienced 
gross colony loss rates that average just 
under 30% per year. This means that the 
average beekeeper will lose nearly one-
in-three colonies they manage every year. 
We all lose colonies. This should make us 
read more, study more, and work harder to 
minimize these losses over time. 

25) Beekeeping will make you happy. 
With this statement, I do not mean that 
beekeeping will fulfill you in the way 
that coming to the correct conclusion of a 
spiritual search will. Instead, I mean that 
beekeeping will be an enjoyable endeavor 
for you. Most former beekeepers I know 
who quit keeping bees either do so because 
their loss rates are too high, the hobby is 
too expensive, or because keeping bees is 
a lot of work. However, the vast majority 
of beekeepers look past this and find sig-
nificant enjoyment in the craft that people 
have been practicing, in some form, for 
thousands of year. Twenty-seven years 
later, I still get excited about opening the 
lids of my hives, the idea of making honey 
with my bees, and watching them fly to 
and from their hives. I still like writing 
about bees, talking about bees, and think-
ing about bees. My bees have opened many 
doors for me throughout the years. They 
will do the same for you. I think that you 
will find this a very pleasant experience, 
if you let it. I am sure many of you will 
point out that you know plenty of grumpy 
beekeepers, as do I. The key is, though, 
that their demeanor almost always changes 
when they are working their bees. Bees 
have a way of doing that. So, enjoy work-
ing your colonies. Appreciate this most 
unique craft. Find satisfaction in the expe-
riences that are common to all beekeepers.

... for better honey

High Quality Beekeeping 
Equipment & Bottling 
Machines at swienty.com 


