




Beekeeper Jack Walsh opens the first hive and I look 
inside. ‘You can see the workers have gone, but the queen 
and the honey are still there – other bees would normally 
steal that, but won’t touch it in a CCD hive.’
 CCD, or Colony Collapse Disorder, has wiped 
out over a third of the UK’s hives, and some believe 
up to 70% could be threatened. The phenomenon 
involves the sudden abandonment of a hive, and is yet 
to be explained, although, as Dr Karen Marsh at the 
University of London told me, various theories are 
being examined: ‘The chief suspect is the varroa mite,  

 
a tiny parasite which sucks the bees’ blood and carries a 
number of diseases. However, to stay healthy, bees also 
need a varied diet, but nowadays many farms grow just 
one crop. Plus, some pesticides may interfere with the 
bees’ navigation system. The only consensus is that a 
number of factors play a role.’

Jack Walsh blames modern methods: ‘We need 
to get back to basics, so no more antibiotics, or 
transporting bees hundreds of miles for pollination.’

The Great Bee Mystery



Bees in folklore – hat traditions have you heard?
Joe: My granddad told me bees can recognise their beekeeper!

Alex: Here they say that if someone in the family gets married, you have to ‘tell the bees’ and leave them 
some wedding cake, or they’ll get annoyed.
Luis: Because honey was the main sweet food in the old days, quite a few cultures say bees originated with 
the gods.

Helen: @Alex – Yes, but the same goes for bad news – they like to feel part of the family!

Rashid: I’ve heard they don’t sting at night. Is it true?

Silvio: @Joe – Tell him it’s not just an old wives’ tale – there’s research that says they might be able to tell 
faces apart.

Silvio: @Rashid – No, they’ll sting you any time if they’re threatened.

Benjamin: @Alex – I read that they’ve always been seen as a model for a good family – the way they all play 
their part and work hard and all that. So I suppose the belief is that if you include them in your family, that’ll 
be harmonious too.

The Newbie Beekeeper’s blog 10 December

Starting out

After studying a few books, I bought my first hive – a new one (it’s best to avoid second-
hand ones because of risk of disease) – and a small colony of workers with a queen. I found 
a second-hand veil and jacket, and a cheap smoker for calming down the bees before opening 
the hive – the smoke makes them think they need to evacuate the hive, so they quickly eat 
as much honey as they can, which makes them sleepy and slow. A local farmer was happy 
to have the hive on his land as long as it was away from his horses, as for some reason bees 
don’t like them. 

I got stung a lot more than I expected at first, until an experienced beekeeper watched me 
open the hive, and advised me to keep my movements much more calm and gentle. Oh, and 
to zip up my veil all the way – I learnt that lesson the hard way!


















