
 INTRODUCTION 

There has never been a better time to have a few honey bee
colonies in your backyard. Honey bees pollinate the fruit and
vegetables in your garden and increase the production of your
orchard trees. In fact, the crops that are pollinated in part or in whole
by honey bees supply us with an incredible amount of our daily
sustenance. Scientists and crop producers tell us that honey bee
pollinated plants may account for a third or more of our daily diet.
With fewer honey bees what we could eat is diminished, and the
mundane grasses—wheat, rice, corn, oats, and barley—would take
on an even more important role in what we routinely consume.

Perhaps as importantly, honey bees make wild plants more
productive, more luxurious, and more nutritious for the wild things
that rely on them for sustenance. Many birds, rodents, insects, and
other animals would be foodless without those crazy weeds and
wildflowers that grow wherever we let them.

Honey bees, beekeeping, and beekeepers have received a
startling amount of attention recently due to two facts: the dramatic
decline of the honey bee population, and thus the threat of losing
their bounty and benefits; and the sudden awareness of both the
loss, and what could be done to reduce its impact and even enhance
the quality of life of the honey bee population.

Already aware of the blessings of having honey bees in their lives,
suburban, urban, and city gardeners and growers capitalized on
these events and made sweeping changes in zoning and livestock
laws in many major cities. Now, along with chickens and other small
stock, honey bees are back in the neighborhood—pollinating garden
crops and fruit trees, street trees, and window boxes. Bees,
beekeepers, and beekeeping—they’re all back where they should
have always been.

With garden harvests a part of your life, cooking up simple dishes
using your bounty is probably already second nature. Adding bees to
your routine and adding your own honey to the table will allow you to
reap what you sow all year long.



But where do you start? What do you need? And, most important,
how much time will it take?

If you’re like me—and most other people today—time is important.
So, how much time does it take to set up and take care of a couple
of colonies of bees? Tending bees is a lot like taking care of a
garden. There’s a flurry of activity in spring, maintenance in summer,
and harvest in fall. Over a season, your bees will take a bit more of
your time than you spend caring for your cat, but less time than you
spend with your dog.

Like any new activity, there’s a learning curve in beekeeping, so
the first season or two will require more of your attention than will be
needed once you have some experience under your belt. And like a
garden, there’s prep work before you begin each new season and
some equipment you’ll need to get started.

 A rare view of part of the wood factory at the A. I. Root Company, before
1900

Oh, and bees do sting. Let’s get this right out front: They aren’t out
to get you, but they will protect themselves when disturbed. But think
for a moment—bramble thorns scratch, mosquitoes bite, and yellow
jackets are just plain nasty. Cats and dogs also scratch and bite; it’s
the way things are, plain and simple. But you wear gloves to prune
your rose bushes, you wear mosquito repellant when outside at



dusk, and if you don’t tease your pets, they probably don’t give you
too much grief. It’s the same with your bees. Work with them, use the
tools you have for good management, and wear the right gear. Even
when using gloves and long sleeves, stings happen, but if you are
smart and prepared, they will be rare events. When brambles,
mosquitoes, cats, dogs, the scratchy stems of zucchini plants, or
honey bees cause that momentary ouch, figure out what you did to
cause the ouch, utter a soft curse, rub the spot, and move on.

So, if having a couple colonies of honey bees out back sounds
like a good idea because you want a better garden, more fruit, honey
in the kitchen, maybe some beeswax candles, skin creams, and
other cosmetics for the bath, let’s find out what thousands of
beekeepers already know.

 L.L. Langstroth, holding the frame he invented, sitting in the beeyard at
the A. I. Root Company, in Medina, Ohio, many years after his “Eureka!”
moment.

In the Beginning
Honey has been a source of sweetness since people and bees first
met. Initially, the only way to gather honey was to rob it from bees
nesting in caves or trees. This was hard on the bees. (See “But First,



A Little History,” page 13.) This evolved to people keeping bees in
baskets, but to harvest the honey the bees were killed with sulfur
fumes. Along came gums, whole sections of trees the bees lived in,
removed to a suitable location for their keepers. The honey could be
removed without killing the bees, but it was still destructive and the
bees had to rebuild much of their nest every year. Next came boxes,
and though they were easier to move, they still had the same
destructive qualities. Honey could be harvested, but to do so meant
the beekeeper had to remove and destroy many of the beeswax
combs filled with honey.

The way we keep bees today can be traced back to the
introduction of the modern hive in the mid 1800s. L.L. Langstroth, a
minister who suffered from a nervous condition now thought to be a
bipolar disorder, became a beekeeper to ease his discomfort. He
became wise in the ways that bees were being kept in all parts of the
world and experimented with his own bees, looking for a way to keep
bees from fastening their combs to the top and sides of the boxes
and gluing all parts of the hive parts together with propolis.

Beekeepers in other parts of the world had already discovered top
bars and frames, therefore, most of the comb wasn’t attached to the
top and sides of the box. They still, however, had trouble with
propolis, especially when used to fasten the top bar to the underside
of the cover.

The story goes that one day as Langstroth was walking home
from a visit to a beeyard, he had a vision of a frame—a complete
square of wooden strips that surrounded and contained the beeswax
comb. The bees could attach their comb to the strips rather than the
top and sides of the hive box. He saw a means of “hanging” the
frame inside the box the bees lived in. This kept the comb separated
from the top, sides, and bottom of the box by just enough space for
the bees to pass. This space, between ¼″ and ⅜″ (6 mm and 1 cm)
came to be known as the bee space. This concept revolutionized
beekeeping and is the perfect example of what working with the
bees can accomplish, rather than working against them. This
fundamental design has remained virtually unchanged since
Langstroth’s discovery.



Langstroth’s recurring mental health issues and his preoccupation
with patents and the rights to manufacture his hive slowed down
acceptance of this design, though it was adopted by some
beekeepers.

Nearly a decade later, Amos Ives Root, in Medina, Ohio, saw the
benefits of this new design and, though a jewelry manufacturer at the
time, began making beekeeping equipment in his factory. He quickly
expanded his operation and became the largest producer of
beekeeping equipment in the world.

Manufacturing was hitting its stride about then, when innovations
such as electricity, rail transport, and rapid communication merged,
allowing manufacturers to advertise their products to a wide
audience, cheaply mass-produce the necessary items, and then
reliably transport them to customers. The heyday of modern
beekeeping had arrived.

Though rail transport reduced costs and delivery time, sending
fully assembled hives by rail remained inefficient. (The Root
Company was sending, frankly, boxed Ohio air to many distant
locations.) Thus, they stopped assembling hives at the
manufacturing plant and began sending them unassembled. Many
more hives could be sent in a single rail car to be assembled by the
customer on arrival.

At this time the United States still had a rural economy and the
high cost of purchasing assembled beekeeping equipment was
formidable. This further encouraged other manufacturers (who
started a few years after Root) to produce only knocked down
equipment. The labor costs were shouldered by the end user, who
spent time rather than money assembling all those pieces.

An experienced assembler who has all the necessary tools can
put together a four-box hive, including frames, in about four hours.
And, once assembled, it needs two coats of paint to protect it from
the weather.

A first-timer, with most of the tools, could do the same thing in,
maybe, two days. For someone with only a passing interest in
woodworking and with minimal tools, the task could take a week. If
you’re not exactly sure where your hammer is—right now—you are
probably one of these people.



There were, essentially, no options 100 years ago. If you wanted
to keep bees, you had to spend the time putting all those pieces
together. For some, this is the best part of having bees. In fact, some
beekeepers revel in starting from scratch and making their own
equipment. They own, it must be noted, workshops that rival the one
you see on a certain public television woodworking show.

Don’t get me wrong. There can be an untapped, self-fulfilling
satisfaction in working with fresh-cut wood, fragrant beeswax sheets,
and the pleasant hours spent alone, or with a partner, in the aromatic
assembly of hives. You may discover this joy in the journey—and
while those pieces wait to be assembled, it seems like time stands
still.

But these days, the journey isn’t the goal for many people. It’s
having bees in the garden. This is where technology, labor, and the
eternal press of time come together. There’s now a full range of
assembly choices, ranging from the traditional build-it-yourself kits to
ready-to-paint, fully assembled hives. If you choose the traditional
route and build your own beekeeping equipment, be forewarned that
the assembly instructions that accompany these kits are often
woefully inadequate. But then, so are the typical instructions for
assembling a propane gas grill. The comparison is appropriate, and
choosing a preassembled unit over a kit—because self-assembly is
a pain, is often poorly instructed, and requires a variety of tools—is a
popular choice. Either way, you’ll need this book to explain it all.



 Today’s manufacturers use plastic and wooden beehive parts and
assemble everything at the factory.

But First, A Little History
The history of keeping bees is rich, varied, silly, dangerous,
overflowing with keen insights, and weighed down by greed and
ignorance. Thus it is sadly and wonderfully little different than
any other practice in any other time. Its history has been,
however, incredibly well recorded.

Given the immense volume of documentation that exists, we
explore here only those events that were extraordinary in their
advancement. The ambiguities of our craft and the dates of their
discoveries can be cataloged by scholars and historians at
another time.

For eons people didn’t keep bees, they simply took the bees’
honey. They found honey bees in forests and felled the trees
they inhabited. They found bees in caves and robbed them of
their bounty. Wherever these ancient people found bees they
took what they wanted…paying the heavy price of stings. They
probably discovered by accident (in a nighttime raid) that a
burning torch with billowing smoke made the job less dangerous



and more rewarding for the robbers, but less rewarding for the
bees.

Eventually, it is supposed, an errant swarm found the
confines of an overturned basket to their liking and took up
residence. Protected from the elements and about the right size
to build a nest, the trespassers prospered…until discovered by
the basket owner in an unpleasant surprise for both.

Baskets evolved into basketlike skeps made of woven straw,
twisted sticks covered in mud, and sometimes dung to keep the
rain out. Still, because the bees fastened their delicate beeswax
combs to the top and sides of these makeshift homes, the
honey harvest was always destructive, and there was never a
good outcome for the bees.

It soon became clear that this short-term gain was killing the
proverbial goose that laid the golden egg. Developing a better,
nondestructive way to harvest honey while still keeping the bees
became imperative.

This is where apicultural sleuths take over, arguing the
names of the explorers and the sequence of events leading to
the eventual discovery of the removable comb, in (kind of) the
following order:

• Removable top bars for the combs, then…
• Entire frames sitting on and sticking to the bottom of the

boxes that had removable covers, then…
• An entirely removable comb, no longer attached to the top or

the sides, surrounded by a frame of wood set apart from the
sides and bottom, completely suspended within a wooden
box: easy to remove, and so easy to replace. Both bees and
beekeepers rejoiced. Eureka!

So what you easily use today is the result of thousands of
years of discovery, accident, and incident. You can now remove
the cover and inner cover, pry up a slightly propolized frame, lift,
remove, examine and replace it, leaving all unharmed and
undestroyed. A series of acts taken for granted today, but only
accomplished by decades of stings and discomfort, discovery
and insight.



 Straw skeps were the precursor to the moveable-frame hive. To
harvest skeps, the bees were killed and the beeswax comb and
honey were removed and processed by crushing the comb—an
inefficient and inhumane production model. In the spring, swarms
from the surviving skeps were installed in the empty containers to
begin the process again. The development of the movable-frame
hive allowed beekeepers to remove individual combs, harvest the
honey without destroying the comb or killing the bees, and return
the comb to the bees to use again, which made commercial
beekeeping possible, and the activity profitable and humane.

A New Concept
After a century and a half of very little change there’s been a
revolution in how beekeeping equipment is produced. The
manufacturing technology was more evolution than revolution since
these techniques are used for many products. The revolution came
in the way the beekeeping industry began to think.

Some pieces of beekeeping equipment are always assembled—
covers, bottoms, and a few others. Preassembled and painted
beehives are relatively new and have made beekeeping not only
more enjoyable but more practical for beginners and seasoned
professionals alike.

Professionals save time (and money) when ready-made hives,
already on pallets, arrive at the beeyard ready for bees. Labor is
expensive. For beginners and sideliners, the simple realities of



having neither the right tools nor a practical place to use them are
only a couple of reasons why assembling their own equipment has
become so difficult. The garage—filled with cars, bikes, lawn
mowers, garden tools, and the other stuff of life—generally does not
have a built-in workshop. If used as a hive-assembly area, especially
over a period of time, something has to give. When the task is
complete, the “stuff of life” needs to be put back … somewhere.
Basements are just as inconvenient to use as workshops, and few
urban or suburban dwellers, which most of us are, have a barn or
shop building out back. Basically, dedicating a space large enough to
build what you’ll need, and having all the woodworking tools to
accomplish the task has become problematic and distracts from
what hobbyists really want to do in the first place—keep bees in the
garden.

So once you’ve wisely decided to use preassembled equipment,
you’ll find there are still more choices to make and questions to
answer. For instance, what are your physical limitations? The
common brood box—called a deep because of its height—when full
of honey and bees weighs nearly 100 pounds (45 kg). This may be
all right for weightlifters and sturdy teenagers to lift, but smaller
boxes, called mediums, weigh in at about 60 pounds (27 kg) and are
a better alternative for the average-strength bee-keeper. Using the
traditional setup, a typical beehive has two deep boxes and three,
maybe as many as five, of the medium boxes. That’s a lot of pieces
to put together and a lot of lifting when they are full.

Let’s simplify this. There are boxes available that hold only eight
frames, instead of the ten in the traditional boxes. Better yet, they
are available only in the medium size. Best, they come assembled.
One of these, when full, weighs in at only 30 pounds (14 kg) or less.
Weightlifters need not apply.



Beekeeping Fact:
There are hundreds of pieces in a beehive. Each box consists
of four sides, dozens of nails, and frame supports. Each box
holds eight or ten frames, consisting of six pieces, more than a
dozen nails of different sizes, a sheet of foundation (beeswax or
plastic), and wire (optional) to hold the beeswax sheet in place.
There are four to eight boxes in each hive.

Tradition, then, has dictated that beekeeping equipment comes to
you in hundreds of pieces, with inadequate assembly instructions
that require a variety of tools to assemble, plus the space and time
required to put them together.

Wait, I’m not done yet—there’s more to this tradition. I’ve named it
the Zucchini Complex. Here’s how it works: For springs eternal,
gardeners have looked at their large, empty, fertile backyard spaces



and imagined them overflowing with the perfect season’s harvest.
They see great, green, growing mounds of peppers and tomatoes,
cucumbers, melons, radishes and beans, okra and greens, summer
squash and winter squash, and carrots and corn. And every year,
they plan and plot, order seeds and sets, and more.

I grew up in west-central Wisconsin, not far from Minneapolis.
Though our neighbor’s heritages were mixed, the common ground
among them was dairy farming to earn a living and gardening to feed
the family. Because of the blended European backgrounds,
rutabagas and Roma tomatoes were grown side by side. But
zucchinis were everywhere. They were fast-growing, pest free, and
in the spring, while still in the seed pack, nearly invisible.

You know the “August story.” Every innocent zucchini seed,
planted with love and care in May became a volcano of great, green
fruit in August. If gardeners went away for a weekend, they grew to
baseball-bat size. Three days of rain yielded three bushels of
zucchini, with three zucchini to the bushel.

We couldn’t give them away because everybody already had too
many. Mysterious mountains of zucchini appeared overnight on the
side roads just outside of town. All this sprang from an innocent
handful of seeds planted in May. That’s the Zucchini Complex.
Unfortunately, this complex also applies to beehives.

If you use traditional equipment, good management, and have
even average weather, you’ll end up with around 100 pounds (45 kg)
or so of that wonderful liquid gold—honey—that your bees produce
from each one of your hives. One hundred pounds—per hive. To
look at it another way, that’s nearly two 5-gallon (19 l) pails.

But this is more than tradition. It is the absolute goal of bee-
keepers everywhere. Those beekeepers, that is, who are intent on
enjoyable beekeeping, sustained growth, a fair amount of labor and
lifting, and profitable honey production. But that’s not our goal, not
yet anyway.

The solution, of course, is obvious, whether for zucchini or honey.
If your goal is not to produce record-breaking crops but, rather to
learn the ropes, enjoy the process, and not be overwhelmed, then
the best way to begin is to start with one, or better, a couple of hives



in size eight rather than ten, and manage them so that monstrous
honey crops don’t overwhelm you with work and storage problems.

Promoting the concept of having bees that don’t require hours and
hours of work and that produce the size and type of crop that we can
manage is the goal of this book.

A long-time friend of mine who is an experienced beekeeper,
teacher of the craft, and keen observer of the people who keep bees,
once said that people start keeping bees because of the bees, but
they quit because of the honey. I’m going to make sure that doesn’t
happen to you.


