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Editors Notes 
 
As I write the weather continues to be forecast as cold, and showery (‘May’ showers 
may be the future) for the next week or so. I spoke to Philip Draycott and described 
my colonies as being in ‘stasis’, which I think aptly describes them from what lots of 
us are experiencing, the bees being uncertain which way to jump, to supercede or to 
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swarm, building queen cells and tearing them down (both the bees and me) as the 
weather dictates and the rape flowering but not necessarily expressing nectar. Even 
if they do swarm, actually or artificially, the chances of mating of a new queen must 
be quite low, so we must sit it out because at some point warmth will come and with 
it a massive flow of nectar, but possibly too late for a large June honey harvest. We 
can, however, hope for a bumper second crop. 
 
Our last talk via Zoom of an excellent series arranged by Carol was presented by an 
international speaker, an Italian postdoctoral researcher Dr Virginia Zanni who works 
at the Department of Agrifood, Environmental and Animal Science - Division Di4A, 
our first overseas speaker.. Hope we will be able to resume ‘real’ meetings in the 
Autumn, although Zoom could be used occasionally to give us the opportunity to 
hear more overseas speakers.   
 
Virginia’s talk was entitled Honeybees, Nutrition and Health. It was an enthusiastic 
and detailed study under what I would called in vitro laboratory conditions with single 
honeybees grown from larvae taken from the hive and raised aseptically under 
simulated, but very isolated and abnormal conditions. It was a fascinating and 
ingenious approach which under defined and controlled conditions produced data 
indicating that bees have a requirement for pollen fatty acids ie. lipids to encourage 
an immune response, which can enhance their life span and activity even when 
infected with varroa mites and deformed wing virus.  
She admitted herself that she was a scientist and not a practical beekeeper so was 
unable to link through to the practical situation, but it was a very interesting talk by a 
young and excitable researcher speaking in a foreign tongue. Carol has sent out the 
link if you want to hear it and I would say that it is worth spending 45 minutes of your 
time.  
 

Chair’s Report 
 

I hope everyone is having a good start to the season, although I’m hearing mixed 
stories around the region and country. Some are reporting the need to feed their 
bees, when we should be close to taking off the honey. Here in South West Suffolk 
the bees are doing well having built up strongly despite the poor spring weather and 
most have a couple of supers of honey with a couple of weeks left of the spring flow. 
 
Winter losses weren’t too bad this year, we had a 10% loss and 10% were drone 
layers although these were in the main overwintered nuclei. The nuclei that made it 
through did so strongly and the colonies are now are in full hives with supers on. I 
would encourage everyone to take one or more nuclei through winter as insurance 
against winter losses.  
 
This year looks likely to be one with a high swarm rate and it’s difficult to keep on top 
of the bees in between the rain showers, but it’s important that we do so if at all 
possible. It’s much easier to do this if you have marked and clipped the queens. I 
normally do this in Spring but there have been few opportunities this year do this 
year for queens that were replaced in the Autumn. 
 
Most of us know how to control a swarm and will have a preferred method. Mine is to 
simply make up a nucleus with the queen. Where many new beekeepers go wrong is 
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to reduce the queen cells to one, but do not realise that if there are eggs and larvae 
present the bees will make more cells and the bees will likely swarm when the cell 
that you left emerges. 
 
It’s a good idea to make up an extra nucleus with a sealed queen cell and bees as 
insurance against the new queen not mating. The colonies can be combined later if 
not needed. 
 
I’m pleased I’ve not started my queen rearing yet as all my early queens have laid a 
frame or two and then immediately been superseded by the bees. This will be due to 
the queen mating without enough drones to ensure colony survival. This seems a 
high-risk strategy but shows how important it must be, for the colony to take this risk.  
 
I’m delighted that we are now getting back to normal with the apiary opening (please 
see website for details). Our honey show is booked and a bee safari planned for 
July. This will be in the Sudbury/Lavenham/Long Melford area so if you would be 
willing to allow us to visit your apiaries please let me know. It doesn’t matter how 
many colonies you have but we will need ample parking, even if on the street. 
 
I hope you have enjoyed the excellent winter talks that Carol arranged and Lewis 
hosted. Carol managed to take advantage of the situation to get speakers who might 
not normally have travelled to speak. Jane and her team have continued to deliver 
the excellent beginners’ course via Zoom and it’s great that we can now get into the 
apiary for the practical sessions for this year’s and last year’s beginners. 
 
I look forward to seeing you face to face and hope the season improves for all of us. 
 

Offered Articles 
 

An insight into Our Technology Guru, Lewis Turner 
 

It’s not surprising, him being our resident technology provider, that Lewis arranged a 
meeting on Zoom,  
 
Lewis has a degree in Electronics and Engineering from Bradford University and is a 
self-employed Technical Recruitment Manager, expanding the staff base and thus 
growing small companies, typically high technology Cambridgeshire based start-ups. 
His interest in beekeeping has spilled over into his professional life – his company 
name being ‘Bee Resourceful Limited’!  
 
Lewis’s enthusiasm for beekeeping is infectious and as he said, once he gets a new 
interest he becomes obsessive about the finer details. He likes beekeeping because 
as he says ‘if you read a lot of older books, you find that approaches are still 
recognisable and have not changed a lot since the early 1900’s and we still don’t 
know everything’, which appeals to his curiosity about life. 
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He had no previous background or family 
influence in beekeeping, but after his wife 
Sarah saw an advert for Jane Corcoran’s 
WSBKA course he decided to take it. That 
was just three years ago and he started with 
two National hives in his back garden at 
Lakenheath (Plate 1).  
Jane provided him with a nucleus and a 
swarm to get him started. Sarah also works 
with the bees and has adopted a colony that 
he rescued from a big bird box on January 
31st, which is now in a polynuc.  
 
Their daughter Jenni also adopted one of his 
hives and he tutors her too. She also did the 
artwork for a WBC hive on the Ickworth 
National Trust Estate (Plate 2) 
Lewis has now decided that his garden is not 
practical as an apiary due to the  
problem of swarms that may upset the 
neighbours. 

 
Plate 1 Lewis in action 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Plate 2 The Ickworth Hive 
 
Luckily, he was invited to set up an apiary in the large garden of a lady living at the 
other end of Lakenheath. She grows her own bee-friendly flowers and plants and 
there are also many trees. He has expanded this apiary to three hives. The 
landowner is a florist (Fenland Flowers) which helps supply the bees with plenty of 
forage. Lewis has started teaching too and her visitors and customers find the bees 
very interesting. Subsequently, he was invited to put some colonies at Sedge Fen, 
by the Little Ouse and a swarm taken from the roof of a toilet block at the Fen using 
a fork lift has been added to this apiary (Plate 3)  
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Lewis started with National hives but is moving to 14 
x 12’s as he believes that his bees build up quickly 
and need the space and he is prepared to accept 
the extra weight. Talking of space, he advocates 
tackling swarming by doing what he calls vertical 
splits, using a Snelgrove board with only one 
entrance. He is on the swarm collectors’ list, which 
may explain the range of interesting 
collections/rescues that he does. He gives many of 
the colonies away to new beekeepers.  
 
Unlike many people he is happy to talk about his 
greatest beekeeping blunders (see also the article 
on Page 4). He explained that Jane Corcoran’s 
principle that she instilled in him, was to ‘go away 
and have a cup of tea’ if you have a difficult decision 
to make, but early on he still managed to mark a 
drone instead of the queen and like us all early in 
our careers, has mistaken supercedure cells for 
swarm cells and cut them out when there were no 
eggs or very young brood to replace them! 

	
Plate 3 Removing a Feral Colony 
He is an avid reader and I asked him what were his beekeeping ‘bibles’ He of course 
cited Ted Hooper like many of us, but also recommended Celia Davis’s books and 
Langstroth, but also a book called ‘At the Entrance’ by H Storch. He also mentioned 
Yates but qualified that with it being good information, but poor style. 
 
We turned next to hobbies, of which photography is his main ‘obsession’’, where he 
loves entering competitions and has in fact won a prize recently in a national 
competition sponsored by Vita Bee Health for images for their Calendar, with a 
picture of a bee head-on (Plate x), pretty impressive. He is also learning to fly.  
 
Lewis is passionate about passing on information, teaching and encouraging others 
(his parents were both teachers). He is also assistant beekeeper along with Jane 
Corcoran on the Ickworth Estate. They have rebuilt the apiary, which was in a poor 
position and bad state.  
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Plate 4 
Honeybee 
bringing back 
pollen 
 
 
 
 

He has also given a talk to school children at RAF Feltwell and helps Jane with our 
beekeeping courses.  
 
Lewis is thus a man of many parts and we wish him well in the future and with his 
recent election to lay membership of our Committee, with responsibility can you 
guess, for technology. 
 
Roger Merry 

 
My biggest beekeeping blunder 

 
We’ve probably all done it: made a quick visit to the apiary to perform a simple task 
such as topping up a feeder. No need to dress up in full protective gear. But then 
something goes wrong and stings ensue. 
 
It was early June in 1974 in Hampshire and I’d kept bees for a couple of years. In 
those days I reacted quite badly to stings (much less nowadays) and painful swelling 
would last 3-4 days. I was a junior hospital doctor but then secured the ultimate 
promotion to a consultant post in Cheshire. 
 
The furniture removal company agreed to include my two hives, securely strapped 
and bee-tight, in the removal van. Inevitably, I was busy the day before the move; no 
worries, I would close the hive entrances after dark, slip a mesh travel-screen atop 
each hive, and apply the straps. 
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Alas, darkness descended, I realised that my bee suit and gloves had been packed 
in one of many cases supplied by the haulier. Still, no worries, the bees were all at 
home and the intended manoeuvres simple. 
 
The bees were irritated by my clumsy one-handed insertion of the wooden entrance 
blocks - the other hand held the torch. As for sliding the crown boards off sideways 
to be replaced by the abutting travel screens: whoosh, the bees rose to attack and I 
received several stings to my face and hands. 
 
I had no option but to continue closing and strapping both hives. The journey to 
Cheshire was uneventful, but my face and hands were badly swollen and painful. 
 
The senior physician at the hospital had kindly arranged a welcoming reception for 
my wife and I two days after the journey. He and the other colleagues must have 
wondered what strange creature they had appointed, a creature with a bloated face, 
and eyes peering out through slits between swollen eyelids. 
 
Morals of the story: don’t take short cuts, always dress securely;  
   : a colony disturbed after dark will always to be more defensive 
than one handled during the day. 
 
Giles Youngs  
 
Ed. I had a parallel experience as recently as last season and Giles felt that it would 
make a useful adjunct to his offering, so here goes. 
 
At the very start of the 2019 season I, like Giles, rushed up to my apiary, only 
intending to spend a few minutes observing, but got waylaid and donned my suit, 
forgetting to zip up the hood properly in the excitement of the moment ie. the first 
opening of the season. Consequently, I was stung on the head and face over twenty 
times as the first release of pheromone from the Nasonov gland attracted more bees 
into my hood. I ran off in panic (just what one advises others not to do) beating my 
head and waving my arms, but the damage was done. I ended up in West Suffolk 
Hospital on the following day on a drip and Plate 5 illustrates the sort of thing that 

Giles was describing in his reference to a ‘bloated 
face’! 
 
The motto being ‘Never rush into the hive and don’t 
panic’! 
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Plate 5. Not a very attractive sight and feeling, sore and sorry for oneself! 
 

 
 

Small scale sustainable apiary – May 2021 update 
 
As mentioned in the last newsletter I’m running a project to demonstrate the running 
of an apiary, on a small scale, to produce a few nuclei for the beekeepers’ own use 
while achieving an above average honey crop. Starting with one strong colony, the 
aim is to use the simplest techniques to achieve this. By following the simple 
manipulations and timings you will be able to maximise the probability of the survival 
of your bees, year on year. 
 
To date the colony is progressing exceptionally well with a standard national brood 
box full of bees and at the last inspection six supers full!  

 
 
Although picked at random based on the 
hive location in my garden, it is the 
strongest and best performing of all my 
100 colonies. 
 
The plan has been to split if the colony 
tries to swarm or if they don’t, to split after 
the spring honey is taken in a couple of 
weeks. 
 
Other than needing to find the queen and 
move her to a nuc at the appropriate time, 
the manipulations will be incredibly 
simple. 
 
The challenges to date have been finding 
a single charged queen cell with very 
young larvae two weeks ago followed by 
finding two at the last inspection. I’ve 
knocked these down as I want to keep the 
queen in the hive as long as possible to 

maximise honey production. Given the small number of cells and, more importantly, 
the fact that she is clipped it’s safe to do this. 
 
The other concern I have is the bees’ temper. While not bad, it’s not always as I 
would like. I aim for my bees to be calm whatever the weather or state of flow. This is 
an issue all smaller beekeepers potentially face. Bees’ temper is amplified by the 
size of the colony and this colony will have over 100,000 population. If judged 
necessary, a frame of brood from another calmer colony may need to be given. I’ll 
explain this in a future video. 
 
If you want to see the weekly inspections which cover Hooper’s 5 questions. please 
take a look at our YouTube channel https://youtu.be/JbvraTNgG3k    
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Kevin Thorn 
 

 
An Alternative To Posca Pens 

Usually, it’s hive tools that go missing in the apiary, but this year it’s marker pens. By 
coincidence I happened to see a thread about marking queens on an internet forum 
and an alternative marker pen was mentioned – the Toma pen. 
After a quick ‘Google’, the said brand of pen was ordered and has subsequently 
been tried to good effect, re-marking blue and green queens. The colours really 
stand out well and if correct don’t rub off unlike the Posca pens. 
For those who haven’t yet mastered marking queens I’d highly recommend the 
‘Press in Cage’ from Thornes allowing you to mark (and even clip if careful) queens 
without the need to pick them up. 
Zac Blackmore	

 
Other Items of Interest  

 
For Sale 
 
Thornes BS Premier Shallow Worker Foundation, diagonally wired (for National 
Supers). 
Brand new, labelled & packaged £8.00 per pack of 10 sheets. 
40 Packs available. 
 
Contact Zac on 07904 188158, collection from Norton 
 
 
There's a rash of swarms at the moment - all the fault of the lovely weather of course 
and some members are worried that they can't house them all. Carol would like 
people who want swarms collected or dispersed to email her - wsbka@yahoo.co.uk. 
Likewise, people who want to dispose of their swarms also email her and she will try 
to match them up. 
Kevin has reinforced this with the following guidelines: 
There are two types of potential inquiries:  
 
1. Swarms that have just arrived. 
 
2. Bees that live in a property. 
 
We only need concern ourselves with swarms hanging. Bees in property are a  
specialist job. 
 
When bees are resident he gives people (by phone) 3 options 
 
1) Leave them 
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2) Get a pest controller 
 
3) pay  £2,000 to £3,000 to have them professionally removed 

 
EARS Proposal 

 
The message below has been received  
 
Ladies & Gentlemen 
 
Our current EARS project comes to an end in 2022. I hope you agree that  
it would be good to have another study to follow it. The difficulty is  
not finding the money but identifying one that really is worthwhile.  
Wally Thrale (Bedfordshire BKA), the EARS funding coordinator, has been  
talking to Prof Giles Budge whose suggestion is attached. 
 
As you will see, Giles does not want to give more details at present.  
Others have just as much difficulty as we do in identifying good topics  
- there is a fear that someone else may steal a good idea. Would you be  
happy to give your moral & financial support to this suggestion? 
 
Wally has been coordinating EARS since 2009 (when David Bancalari had a  
heart attack) - he would like to step back. Please ask your association  
members if there is someone who would be prepared to take on this  
excellent cause for the good of beekeeping. 
Regards 
Jeremy Quinlan, President, Suffolk BKA 
 

Proposal for EARS and an update on research equipment Author: 
Professor Giles Budge, School of Natural and Environmental Sciences, Newcastle  

University, Newcastle upon Tyne, Tyne and Wear NE1 7RU, UK. Email: 
giles.budge@newcastle.ac.uk  

EARS project idea  

Varroa mites interact with a previously rare and largely benign virus called deformed 
wing virus (DWV) to produce a disease known as Varroosis. Varroosis is THE most 
damaging disease known to beekeeping worldwide. Gravid female mites move into 
open honey bee brood to hide in the brood food late in larval development. Once 
hidden the developing honey bee is sealed inside the cell wherein the Varroa mite 
lays first a male egg, followed by repeated female eggs. The adult mite creates a 
feeding site in the developing pupa, through which her offspring feed. It is now 
known that feeding mites drink a combination of insect blood (haemolymph) as well 
as depleting fat stores from the developing bee. The mite also suppresses the honey 
bee immune system and can exacerbate DWV replication. Failure to control mites 
will usually lead to colony death within 2-3 seasons.  
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Some beekeepers are exploring “Darwinian beekeeping”, where colonies remain 
untreated and those that survive mite infestation become breeders for the next 
generation of more Varroa tolerant honey bees. However, this treatment-free 
approach to managing Varroa comes at a high cost, with the vast majority of 
colonies likely to perish before tolerance is developed. Our proposed studentship will 
directly tackle Varroosis by providing a better understanding of how certain 
beekeeping practices interact with Varroa biology to increase the damage caused by 
the mites. We believe that a better understanding of mite biology, will lead to 
interventions that will lessen the impact Varroa have on our honey bee colonies, and 
help with a lower risk transition to treatment-free mite management. We cannot be 
more specific at this time, not because our ideas are not well formed, but because 
we do not wish to share information that might prevent the student from progressing 
this work.  

 

Research equipment  

I would like to thank you all for the kind donation EARS made to help me start up the 
Newcastle University Bee lab in 2018. We opted to put the money towards the cost 
of a qPCR machine called a Quantstudio 5 which we have named “Rosalind” (Figure 
1). I’m not expecting many people to know what one of these machine does, so I 
thought I would explain a little more about how this machine has helped to improve 
our capability to conduct our research at NU., qPCR, also known as real-time PCR, 
is a method that allows us to look for the presence and the amount of specific 
pathogens (e.g. viruses, Nosema spp.).  

 
1  

 
Figure 1 Rosalind – our new Quantstudio 5 qPCR machine.  

In the late 1960s, scientists like Dr Leslie Bailey would have used something called 
an immunodiffusion assay to detect honey bee viruses and a microscope to spot 
anything larger. These serological assays used antibodies that were raised to 
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samples of the pathogen, but we now know they can lack specificity, sometimes 
suggesting the wrong virus is present. These older methods were also not very 
sensitive, meaning they required a sample to contain a lot of virus before they are 
able to return a positive test. In 1971, two Swedish scientists, Eva Engvall and Peter 
Perlman developed a new method called ELISA which caused a step- change in our 
ability to detect pathogens. ELISA is still widely used around the world today, and 
has much improved sensitivity compared to earlier methods, meaning it can detect a 
lower amount of pathogen. ELISA can also be very specific and so pathogen tests 
can be designed to detect only the pathogen of interest. The lateral flow devices 
(LFDs) we use today for COVID-19 testing are based on a similar technology and 
have a similar sensitivity to some forms of ELISA. In the early 1990s a new method 
was invented called PCR which detects the presence of the genetic material of the 
pathogen. This method is 10-100 times more sensitive than ELISA/LFDs and highly 
specific, but it was difficult to say how much pathogen was present. qPCR is an 
advancement of PCR where we use a chemical that gives off light (known as a 
fluorophore) to help us to quantify how much pathogen is present in a sample. The 
sooner the machine detects the light, the more pathogen we have in our samples. 
Using this method can help us to answer questions like – which viruses are 
associated with honey bees displaying chronic bee paralysis virus symptoms in the 
field? Here we tested the samples from 24 symptomatic colonies for the presence 
and amount of five different paralysis viruses (Figure 2).  

2  

 
Figure 2 Figures in brackets represent how many of 24 colonies sampled were 
positive. CBPV = Chronic bee paralysis virus; SBPV = Slow paralysis virus; ABPV = 
Acute  

bee paralysis virus; IAPV = Israeli acute paralysis virus; KBV = Kashmir bee virus. 
Our data indicated, that CBPV was more frequently detected at high levels in 
symptomatic bees than four other paralysis viruses.  

We also found that symptomatic bees from colonies showing symptoms of chronic 
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bee paralysis were more likely to contain CBPV than foragers from healthy colonies, 
and that symptomatic bees contained 235,000 times more virus. Our data imply that 
CBPV remains the paralysis virus most closely related to field symptoms. qPCR truly 
is a very powerful research tool!  

The qPCR machine part-funded from your kind donation has been used to test for 
viruses, bacteria and microsporidia in many samples across all our projects. We are 
very grateful for the capability it provides to better understand honey bee health, and 
the machine is regularly used by our PhD students.  

 


