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Diary dates 
Some key dates for the next couple of months 

The Nottingham region holds its meetings on the first Monday in each month.  
The Newark region meets on the third Monday of the month. 

Meetings are now being held in person and no longer by Zoom. 

Monday, 9 May 
7.30pm 

Nottingham Region meeting 
Eagle’s Nest Community Centre, Gedling Road, Arnold NG5 6NZ 
Swarm control with Karen Burrows 
Comb change with Alec Thomson 

  
Saturday, 14 May 
 

Nottinghamshire County Show 
Newark Showground, Lincoln Road, Newark NG24 2NY 

  
Monday, 16 May 
8.00pm 

Newark Region meeting 
Ferry Inn, North Muskham NG23 6HB 

  
Friday, 20 May 
10.00am to 4.00pm 

World Bee Day 
Canal Heritage Trust, Beeston, Nottinghamshire NG9 1LZ 
Various bee-related activities for children and fund-raising for 
Ukraine, incl. plant sale. Café, museum and garden all on site. 

  
Thursday, 23 June 
7.30pm 

NBKA Council meeting 
Brackenhurst College, Southwell NG25 0QF 

  

 

Members should keep an eye on the excellent NBKA website: www.nottsbees.org.uk 

The NBKA website contains back issues of Beemaster from January 2019 onwards. 

  

http://www.nottsbees.org.uk/
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From the Editor 
Stuart Humphreys introduces this month’s Beemaster 

Welcome to May’s edition of Beemaster! 

Before I give a resume of this month’s articles, just a word about our August 2022 edition – 
that will be the 400th issue of Beemaster which must make it one of the longest-running 
newsletters in the country. It would be really nice to be able to mark the occasion with a 
bumper issue… so, please, take time out in between your swarm preparations and honey 
harvesting to write an article for Beemaster on whatever bee-related subject you want to 
share. The more the merrier! 

In the meantime, my thanks go to this month’s contributors: 

Griff Dixon must be burning the candle at both end to manage all of the apiaries and 
special projects he has underway; he has even found time to give some beekeeping 
experience to a college student. More power to his elbow! 

In my ‘View from the Vale’, we finally get round to performing a couple of shook swarms. 
One went perfectly, the other was, shall we say, a bit messy… 

Our West Country correspondent, Penny Forsyth, has taken the time and trouble to 
update her insightful advice for the month of May, accompanied by her equivalent of 

Monty Don’s ‘jobs for the weekend’. 

Last month I reported on the fascinating presentation by Dr Fred Ayres of Lune Valley 
Community Beekeepers: they have been adopting a ‘middle way’ between the ‘traditional’ 
and ‘natural’ schools of beekeeping. Having kindly produced a series of articles last year on 
how to make top bar hives, Mick Flower provides the first of what will be a series of 
updates on the ‘alternative’ approach he is using which is very similar to that of Dr Ayres 
and the LVCB. Well worth a read. 

A couple of weeks ago I attended the NBKA annual auction. I was fascinated by the range 
of items for sale and in awe of the tremendous skill and effort that goes into organising 
and conducting such an event. Andrew Barber will provide a full report next month; for 

now, I have included some images of the day as a ‘photo essay’. 

Finally, ‘In the news’ features the plight of beekeepers in Chile who, along with their bees, 
are having to struggle with the effects of a ‘megadrought’ that has lasted over a decade. 

I hope you enjoy the read – and don’t forget to put your thinking caps on for your 

contributions to the 400th issue. Thank you! 
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Notes from Norwell 
Griff Dixon gives some work experience to a student 

In the apiary 

April appears to have been extremely busy with May looking the same. The early warm 
weather has really brought the bees on with lots of local oilseed rape in my area. A couple 
of warm spells has really set the scene for some early honey crops. 

I could not believe my luck when on 15 April my ‘decorative’ WBC bait hive in my garden 
was occupied by a swarm. I don’t know who has been supplying bees to beginners 
(presumably) in Norwell but the recipients were not trained in swarm management and 
the next day I had a secondary on my lawn! And two days later, after setting up a further 
bait hive, I got another. These two swarms are going well up at my Winkburn bee nursery 
and queen rearing centre.  

As mentioned in last month’s Beemaster, I had an enquiry from Devin Murphy, a student 
at Brooksby Melton College, looking for 75 hours’ work experience as a beekeeper.   
He lives in Newark so I took the plunge and met him and agreed to take him onboard, 
neither of us having a clear idea of how it might work. He has had four days with me and 
learnt more standing at my shoulder than any beginner would with just classroom lectures 
and an occasional apiary visit. We have inspected all hives, added supers, moved nucs into 
hives, visited orchards for pollination and been part of the impending bee garden at 
Sconce and Devon Park, which have received funding to develop an area of the park for 
bee education. Simon Hill, the park ranger, is keen to bring back to life an overgrown area 
and place two hives in the centre of the derelict area and provide a community learning 
experience to others. 

 
Meet Devin Murphy            Proposed bee garden area  Fruit orchard visited for pollination 

I have provided appropriate PPE and hope Devin enjoys the hands-on experience that he 
will receive. When it comes to lifting hives and full supers shortly, he will be particularly 
handy. Back at college he has now been put in charge of setting up something relating to 
bees. 

Next, a visit to a local farm to inspect a hive that its original supplier refused to do as fuel 
costs had gone up, so the farmer approached me for some advice. I was escorted through 
a field of cows to inspect a hive that was surrounded by straw bales, these having been 
placed there during the winter to keep the hive warm. I gingerly opened the lid expecting a 
bit of a rush upwards only to discover that the hive was 100% totally devoid of bees with 
not a single dead one. 
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As you can see (below left) the cows seemed very interested in my white Toyota Hilux as 
they were not only using it to rub against but seemed to lick most of the glass surfaces. 
The dead hive is to be refurbished and restocked with bees and returned to the farmer. 

 

Also, I made a visit to Nottingham Castle to agree the apiary position (above right) and set 
up four dummy hives so that the location could be assessed. We await the mesh screening 

and signage describing the bees and thanking the Association for its input. 

The four selected hives are ready with bees and supers and await the go-ahead to transfer 
them to the site through the city centre in due course. Many thanks to Rosie Williamson, 
Customer Services manager, whose enthusiasm has made it all happen and, of course, the 
NBKA for being available to respond. The intention is to formally open the apiary on World 
Bee Day through Nottingham Castle’s media office. 

We are ready for the Nottinghamshire County Show – 9m shed booked, tables and chairs 
available, and electrics organised. I have completed the risk assessments and taken 
personal responsibility for several facets of the legal and liability side of our Association’s 
commitment to the event. I dare say I will be supplying the old 3-frame observation hive 
full of bees, hopefully, a bit fuller than two years ago. It is great to see this event back even 
though it is only for one day. As usual, we will be offering honey tasting and selling honey 
and providing details of how to become a beekeeper. It should be a great event and I hope 
we see many of our budding beginners passing through. 

My extractor has already been fired up processing some of last year’s unused stores, 
making bulk honey for some clients to fill the gap before new season honey comes on 
stream. 

NBKA matters 

The Association is back in full swing with, hopefully, COVID now behind us.  

As we get towards the end of the Newark Beginners Group B class, I reckon that between 
us (Newark, Nottingham and Beeston) we must have put through around 100 new 
potential beekeepers and brought into the Association coffers more than £6,000. So it’s a 
very well done to Karen, Adrian, Bob, Alec, Andrew and me (giving myself a pat on the 
back). I am not aware if Hucknall processed any beginners, but I am still getting enquiries 
for a further Newark course; I am referring these to the start of Newark Apiary training on 
21 May under the guidance of apiary manager, Andrew Barber. 
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The Asian Hornet has made an appearance in Felixstowe and we all hope this is a one off.  

The BBKA are still fighting for recognition of the quality of UK honey which is not 
adulterated with other products The Prime Minister and The Minister for the Environment, 
Food and Rural Affairs have received letters asking for action concerning adulterated 
honey and the labelling of honey to reflect the country of origin and the percentage of the 
honey from each of these countries. The BBKA is keen to promote local honey and have 
suggested a ‘British Honey Day’, proposing this be held in October close to the National 
Honey show. Watch this space. 

 

 

View from the Vale (of Belvoir) 
How bees are faring in the south-eastern corner of Notts by Stuart Humphreys 

After years of prevaricating, a burst of warm weather in the first half of April meant we 
finally got round to performing some ‘shook swarms’ to replace manky old frames.  

Of our three hives, we gave No. 3 (on the right in the photo below) quite a few new frames 
last year; just one or two need exchanging this year. For some reason which I cannot quite 
recall, it’s on a brood-and-a-half; we tend to prefer double brood. 

 

Performing our first shook swarm on No. 1 hive went like a dream. This is our relatively 
slow-to-develop colony, meaning it wasn’t over-full of bees. We spotted the queen on the 
very first frame of brood (all eggs, in fact). Putting her in a cage with a couple of workers 
and placing her safely to one side, we were then able to follow the rest of Alec’s advice 
(see Beemaster, March 2021) pretty much to the letter. Once all the manipulations and 
shaking off of bees was complete, the queen was readily accepted back into the dark 
recesses of the new hive. 
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No. 2 hive was a different kettle of fish, or bees. We had overwintered this on in a double-
brood box formation and it seemed to be almost completely full, as if we were already in 
June or July. Naturally, the queen was nowhere in sight. We started to follow the standard 
procedure in such a situation and started shaking the bees onto a queen excluder above 
their new brood box. This was a complete mess – the bees didn’t really want to go through 
the excluder down onto the new frames and, worse still, seemingly every time we shook a 
frame, a shower of unprocessed nectar splattered all over. So, we decided to remove the 
upper queen excluder (leaving one underneath the brood box to prevent the queen 
absconding) and completed the shook swarm, hoping that amongst the tens of thousands 
of bees the queen was safe and sound.  

Given the variability of the weather, we provided both colonies with sugar syrup. 
Incidentally, this year, for the first time, we have been adding Mineral Bee. I’m not sure if 
the bees will like it, but Maurice says it’s best not to tell them! 

The other thing to mention about No. 2 colony is that there was a lot of drone brood, 
usually a precursor to swarming. Sure enough, the following day – at the ‘usual’ time of 
11.30 – they did try and swarm. Quite a chaotic sight for 15 minutes until they realised the 
queen hadn’t (couldn’t) join them, so they all went back in. They haven’t tried another 
escape attempt since (touch wood). 

I should say that the reason we performed the shook swarms was to replace dingy old 
comb, not because of disease. Some of the old frames were, to put no finer point on it, 
quite disgusting and well past their sell-by date. Therefore, following a tip we read or saw 
somewhere, we have written the year on all the new frames; hopefully, in future, that will 
serve as a good prompt to perform more regular comb exchanges without necessarily 
having to revert to the rather drastic shook swarm approach. 

We haven’t yet re-opened the two ‘shaken’ hives to check on progress in drawing out 
comb and developing the brood nest. But judging by the consumption of sugar syrup and 
the debris on the varroa trays, both colonies seem to be getting on with it. Hopefully, 

when we inspect in May we will see brood similar to this example from colony No. 3. 
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This month in your apiary: May 
Penny Forsyth gives some wise advice as our bees prepare to swarm 

May is usually a delightful month for beekeeping with orchards, hedgerows and gardens in 
full bloom and some very welcome long warm days. In those areas where there is a spring 
flow the honey will be ripening in the supers and our hives will be full of bees…  
it’s swarming time! The very thought often fills the novice beekeeper with dread but 
there’s no need, swarming is what honeybees do, and we need to understand why they do 
it and how to handle it. 

Why bees swarm 

It’s the honey bee colony’s natural way of replication and without this process honey bees 
would have died out many years ago. The queen produces ‘queen substance’ (a set of 
pheromones) from her mandibular glands which is taken up by the worker bees and passed 
around the colony. All worker bees need to receive a minimum level: this communicates to 
the bees that they are ‘queen-right’ and it is a stimulus for foraging and other activities 
within the hive.  

If the colony is overcrowded, then not only may the queen not have sufficient space to lay, 
but her pheromones may not reach all the bees in the required quantities, leading to 
swarming preparations. You will see drones present, or at least drone brood, and the bees 
will begin to build little acorn-shaped queen cups (‘play cups’) around the edges of the 
comb. Keep an eye on those queen cups – when they have a rim of new white wax you can 
be sure that preparations for swarming are afoot. 

So what can you do about it? 

We can manage the impulse to swarm by keeping young queens – it is thought that a 
young queen will produce larger amounts of queen substance than an older queen. 

We can ensure that the bees have enough room by supering early: nectar takes up a lot 
more space than honey because the bees spread it out to evaporate the water and ripen it. 
So add another super when the last one is full of bees, not honey. Alternating frames of 
foundation with frames of drawn comb keeps the bees busy and provides nice straight 
combs of clean wax in which to store the incoming nectar. Also, be sure to keep up your 
comb replacement regime to ensure that there is plenty of good clean comb in the brood 
box for the queen to lay in and for the workers to store pollen for brood rearing. 

Make sure that the colony has plenty of ventilation as this ensures that the queen 
substance can be distributed easily: it also helps in the ripening of nectar. 

Repeatedly destroying queen cells will demoralise the bees and will not delay the 
swarming process for long once the colony has started making preparations… the bees are 
very good at hiding a cell or two! Making splits from large colonies can be a good tactic in 
swarm prevention.   

Work with your bees to your mutual advantage: observe your colonies closely, inspect 
regularly and practise swarm control by performing an artificial swarm or making up a nuc 
or two. Read up on it or ask for help – most of the beekeeping magazines have excellent 
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articles on all aspects of swarming at this time of year. And if they do swarm, don’t panic! 
The bees are doing what comes naturally and this is your chance to learn how to collect a 
swarm and house it – read up on it and assemble some essential kit. 

Any Asian hornet queens over-wintering in the UK that have survived will now be out and 
about searching for sugary foods to build up their energy: look for them on flowers such as 
camellias and around trees that ooze sap. These queens will also be constructing embryo 
primary nests, very similar in appearance to wasps’ nests, so look for the first signs in 
sheltered spots like sheds and porches. 

Jobs for May 

 

If you have not already done an artificial swarm or pre-emptive split, continue  
7-day inspections for occupied queen cells and take swarm control measures 
immediately: make sure you have the necessary equipment to hand. 

 

Add supers ahead of the bees’ requirements, i.e. when a super is full of bees, not 
full of honey. Remember: space for bees and space for nectar! Make your stock of 
drawn comb go further by alternating drawn frames with frames of foundation. 

 
Keep on replacing old, dirty or damaged comb as the opportunity arises. 

 
Monitor for varroa and be alert for any signs of disease in your colonies. 

 

If you have been considering a complete comb replacement method such as a 
shook swarm or Bailey comb change then this is the time to do it, as long as the 
weather is warm and settled and there is a good flow on. 

 

Remove ‘ripe’ oilseed rape honey: give super frames with unsealed honey cells a 
firm shake and if nectar flies out, leave it a little longer – it will ferment if the 
water content is too high. Return extracted frames to the colony they were 
removed from to reduce the risk of spreading disease and do it in the evening 
when bees have stopped flying to avoid robbing by other colonies. 

 
Order your nucleus if this is how you want to start your beekeeping; put your 
name on the list to receive a collected swarm or set up a bait hive. 

 

Collect together some basic swarm collecting kit – skep or swarm box, sheet, 
ladder(s), secateurs, water spray, bee brush or goose feather (my preferred 
choice) – and read up on the techniques or ask to accompany an experienced 
beekeeper on a swarm call. If you enjoy it and have the time and spare equipment 
you could ask to join the swarm collectors’ list, new members are always 
welcome. 

 
Book the loan of a honey extractor from the NBKA or arrange with a fellow 
beekeeper to use or borrow theirs. 

 

Maintain vigilance for Asian hornets. Check traps regularly and release non-target 
insects (they will not drown if you put a piece of foam or crumpled kitchen roll in 
the bait reservoir) and look out for possible primary nests. 
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An alternative approach in Nottingham 
Mick Flower finds he has a lot in common with Lune Valley Community Beekeepers 

If asked, I would describe myself as a ‘Low Intervention, Treatment Free’ beekeeper. I only 
have three hives, which suits my needs, and I have no desire to increase this number.  
In that respect, I’m very small scale. I came into beekeeping shortly after I retired ten-and-
a-half years ago, and I have developed an approach that doesn’t conform with 
conventional, National-based, beekeeping. 

I hadn’t come across the Lune Valley Community Beekeepers and found myself watching 
Dr Fred Ayers presentation at our February Zoom meeting thinking, “This is exactly what I 
do!” I was also amazed at the similarities between the hives the LVCB are producing and 
the last two that I built. My bees seem happy in the one I use and I have recently sold the 
other one to a fellow member who is interested in exploring an alternative to the 
conventional National hive. The main attraction for the purchaser, I believe, is that any 

heavy lifting will be almost negated – once the hive is in place! 

My three hives are shown above; from left to right: Hybrid, Kenyan Top Bar and Warre. 

The Warre is currently on the roof of the Park Plaza hotel in Nottingham city centre. 

My first experience of keeping bees was in Turkey. This happened because my neighbour 
in this country nearly passed out on his doorstep when I went round to tell him I was 
thinking of keeping bees. So it would have been grossly unneighbourly to keep bees in my 
Nottingham garden at that point. Fortunately, we have a little house in Turkey and, as 80% 
of the population in southern Turkey appear to keep bees, a couple of hives in our garden 
didn’t make a lot of difference. 

The main things I learnt keeping bees in Turkey are: 

• You can buy a hive in Turkey for £6. 

• A beekeeping smock will cost you under £6. 

• Colonies are mainly housed in single boxes. 

• Not many beekeepers bother treating for varroa. 
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• Swarming is part and parcel of beekeeping and nobody seems to be practising swarm 

control or management. However, swarms are dealt with efficiently with no palaver or 

fear and a great deal of good humour.  

• A lot of honey is harvested by the crush and strain method. And very tasty it is too! 

I have always been very grateful for the initial training I did with Keith at Stonebridge Farm 
and the excellent preparation for the Basic Certificate provided by Janet, but there is part 
of me that hasn’t been comfortable with the conventional approach to beekeeping.  
Neither did it fit comfortably into our lifestyle. Consequently, when I felt the timing was 
right for me to start keeping bees here in the UK, I opted for the Top Bar approach. My 
alternative path has meant that I have adopted a more natural approach to beekeeping 

where I am more than happy if I just get enough honey to keep my family supplied. 

I try to accept that, in general, my bees know what is best for them and I intervene in their 
homeostasis as little as possible. I acknowledge that, within our Association, there are 
beekeepers who are far more experienced and far more knowledgeable than me.  
My approach does, though, work for me and accommodates my desire to have bees in my 
garden and be able to enjoy a small share of their produce.  

So, where does my practice differ and what are the benefits for my bees? 

I’ll deal with the thorny issue of varroa first as this is likely to be the most contentious. I do 
not treat my bees for varroa. I may be fortunate, but I have three colonies that are coping 
with their varroa load without chemical intervention from me. The colony in my Kenyan 
Top Bar hive is currently very active and they are going into their sixth season treatment-
free. Beekeepers have been trying to deal with varroa loads for over 30 years and have 
spent a lot of time and money keeping varroa infestation at an acceptable level. This has 
led me to the belief that chemical treatment isn’t working and the only people making 
money are the pharmaceutical companies. I find it very difficult to justify introducing 
chemicals that can corrode metal and which contain serious health warnings for humans 
into a colony of bees. My bees originate from local swarms and seem to have adapted 
themselves well to local conditions. They are not stressed by weekly inspections and do 
not have to deal with strange substances being introduced into the hive – and I include 
sugar syrup here! 

It has been shown that there are what Roger Patterson described as ‘free living’ colonies in 
existence. Perhaps a lot more than we realise. His opinion on these feral colonies is that, if 
they survive the winter, they are viable colonies. Nobody is treating these feral colonies for 
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varroa and yet they are managing to survive. The following link will take you to a 
Derbyshire beekeeper who describes how he has now stopped treating for varroa. 

Allowing bees to 'be' - Reflections of a bee keeper... | Agricology 

I intend to write about how low intervention works for me and how I approach swarming, 
honey extraction, etc. I will come on to these issues in future editions of Beemaster. 

 
NBKA auction photo essay 
Stuart Humphreys provides some snapshots of the successful return of the annual auction 

Andrew Barber will provide a full written report in next month’s Beemaster (he’s taking a 
well-earned rest!). In brief, the auction attracted around 300 lots and 70 punters. The nucs 
of bees seemed to sell for an average £130-150, so not great prices on this occasion. Yours 
truly sold a few items but was tempted – Andrew did warn this might happen! – into 
buying some of Pete Bull’s finest handywork as well… 

Suffice to say the auction was brilliantly organised and efficiently run. The payment system 
was certainly very effective! Congratulations to all involved. And this from another 
satisfied customer (received via the NBKA website): 

“I just wanted to thank the organisers and auctioneers for a very enjoyable day at 
your auction last Saturday. We were on a family holiday in the area and I had 
seen the advert in Beecraft for the auction. My wife is very understanding about 
things like this – I took her to the Thornes sale for her birthday last year. I am not 
aware of anything similar to this auction at home so it was quite an experience.” 

More from Andrew next month, but in the meantime here are a few photos of the day… 
Early morning saw the ceremonial release of racing pigeons at the Newark Showground… 

 

https://www.agricology.co.uk/field/blog/allowing-bees-be-natural-and-sustainable-beekeeping
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By mid-morning almost 300 lots had been lined up, checked and catalogued… 

 

I think in the fashion world they call this ‘vintage’… 
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But there was plenty of new equipment as well… 

 

Even premier wax foundation ex-Thornes… 
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Auctioneer Andrew Barber in (persuasive) action… 

 

But the crowd stood well back when the nucs were opened before being sold… 
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In the news 
Stuart Humphreys spares a thought for beekeepers in Chile 

Beekeepers in Chile have been arrested during protests for more government support as a 
megadrought – caused by a warm ‘blob’ in the Pacific Ocean – continues to damage honey 
production. They placed some 60 hives outside the presidential palace in Santiago to 
highlight the fact that the 10-year long drought is killing bees; 7 police officers were stung. 

 

Advertisements 

Compak 
Distributors of Glass and Plastic Containers and 

Closures 

 

Suppliers of British Made Quality Honey Jars and 

Lids. 

We have an extensive range of quality containers and 

closures.  You will find our prices competitive, our 

delivery options flexible and our service professional. 

 

To receive more information or a price list, please call 

the number below. 

3 Ashmead Road, KEYNSHAM, Bristol BS31 1SX 

Tel: 01179 863 550 

Fax: 01179 869 162 

Email: sales@compaksouth.co.uk 

EXTRACTORS 
Members may borrow the NBKA extractors - 4-frame, 
hand driven kept at Brackenhurst and hired from 
Maurice Jordan. An electric one (with settling tank) is 
held by Glenis Swift 0115 9538617. The EasyBee 
extractor which is useful for extracting frames that 
hold honey that has granulated is held by Frank 
Chambers in Calverton (0115 965 2128). 

ADVERTISEMENTS 
NBKA accepts no responsibility for advertisements 
appearing in this newsletter.  Please mention 
BEEMASTER when replying to advertisements. 

ADVERTISEMENT RATES 
Advertisements free to paid-up members but 10p 
per word – minimum charge £1 to non-members.  
Circulation approx 300 throughout the UK & abroad. 
Short adverts may be paid for in First and Second 
Class postage stamps which should be sent directly 
to the Editor.  Cheques should be made out to NBKA 
and sent to the Treasurer.      
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Beekeeping Equipment at The Honey Pot 

The Bees have been very busy building up over the last few weeks, so I hope you're ready 
for the early swarms and nectar flow? But be aware that the bees might be low on stores at 
this time of year. At The Honey Pot we have most of the equipment needed to get you 
started and to keep you going throughout the year. 

     
Complete National Hive Kits, Bee Suits and Gloves, as well as the usual spares to assemble 
such as frames, foundation, floors, roofs, crown boards and lots of other hive parts. 

 .                
Open most days by appointment only, at a day and time to suit you. 
 

Web site: www.thehoneypot.store           email:info@localhoney.co.uk            Text/ mobile 07703 711009 

    The Honey Pot, Unit73, Trent Business Centre, Canal Street, Long Eaton, Derbyshire, NG10 4HN. 
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