
Introduction to 
Beekeeping

SIX CLASSROOM SESSIONS & THREE FIELD SESSIONS

What you need to know to keep bees successfully!
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Winter Cluster
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Preparation for Winter
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✓ Lots of healthy bees
✓ Plenty of food

✓ Protection from Mice and Voles
✓ Plan for Hive Ventilation

✓ Plan for Keeping the Cluster Warm
✓ Plan for winter time / emergency feeding

Ideally, bees start the winter in the bottom brood chamber and gradually move 
around and up over the course of winter, eating stored honey.  If the bees are 

up top this means they are either out of food OR they were not able to reach all 
their stores.



Lots of healthy bees
The bees are well fed

The Winter bees developed without excessive Varroa pressure

Class 5 Photo by Andria published on Flicr. CC BY-ND 2.0   

Winter Bees, or bees born about the time 
natural pollen is no longer available, are 

physiologically different.

They need to be 1) well nourished and 2) 
have developed in a colony where there 

isn’t significant Varroa.

Winter bees live through the winter when the queen reduces or stops her egg laying.  They are the caretakers of the bees 
that will hatch in the spring.



Plenty of food
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It takes a lot of frames like the one above to reach winter 
weight. 

If the bees read the books on beekeeping, the bulk 
of the winter stores would be in the second box.  

A reasonable hive weight goal is 130-140lbs.  
Lighter in the south, heavier in the north.  Stores 
need to last until good flying weather in spring.

Bees can be fed syrup (2 parts sugar: 1 part 
water) or a solid food such as fondant in the fall 

in advance of winter if they are shy of stores.



Protection from Mice and Voles
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Mice and voles like bees as food in winter.  Mice will also nest in a hive and raise 
their young.  They chew frames and in general make a mess!



Plan for hive ventilation
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Moisture inside a beehive comes from two main sources – honey, as it is uncapped 
and the bees’ respiration.  While the bees need some water in order to survive, they 

do not need moisture falling on them – one answer: ventilation

One solution is to vent the moist air using 
a shim with a 1” hole like you see to the 

right.  This is also known as providing an 
upper entrance.  Other strategies include 

absorbing the moisture with burlap or 
wood chips.



Plan for keeping the cluster warm
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The bees are concerned only with keeping the cluster warm.  94-95°F when there is 
brood, 81+-°F when there is no brood.  The bees are not attempting to keep their 
boxes warm.

Heater bees on the inside of the cluster engage their flight muscles to generate heat.  
Bees on the outside of the cluster form a mantle or sheaf of bees – tighter when the 
outside temperature is colder, looser when it warms.

Heat escapes through the roof of the hive, through the ventilation holes, and through 
the hive sides.  ¾” wood has an R value of .84.



Plan for winter time feeding
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If all goes according to plan, the bees have all the honey they need stored in the hive 
before winter.  But plans have a way of not working quite as planned.  Hence, 

planning for winter time “Emergency Feeding” makes some sense.

Winter time feed is almost always solid and laid upon 
the top bars of the hive.  A variety of sugar based feed 
can be used – it has been traditional in Maine to feed a 

sugar candy in a special candy board.

Some beekeepers feed a “winter patty” made with high 
fructose corn syrup.  Others will leave granulated sugar 
on top of a newspaper or paper towel – this is called the 

Mountain Camp Method.



Another Winter Consideration: Wind
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Exposure to wind can cool your bee hive even more and make the bees work harder 
and consume more honey to stay warm!  Your best strategy is to place hives so that 
they are not exposed to the wind, but if you can’t avoid it, do something to limit it!

Snow Fencing, 
Straw Bales, Sheets 
of Plywood, all have 

been used.

Winter wind should be a consideration when you are 
deciding where your hive will go!



Other Wintering Strategies
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➢ Put the bees in your unheated basement

➢ Put the bees in your unheated barn

➢ Kill them and take all the honey (done historically, but not considered ethical 
nowadays)

In parts of Canada, bees are routinely kept indoors during the winter – in 
temperature controlled buildings with lots of air handling equipment.  It 

isn’t easy – and can be hazardous to the beekeepers health!

You can most likely keep a few hives in your unheated basement without 
the air handling – if you can get your spouse to agree!



Healthy Bees are free from Varroa
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It is sad to realize, but you will be raising Varroa as well as Honey bees.  You have a 
choice in how you minimize the mites’ impact.  You can look to non-chemical means 

too.  Knowing your infestation rate is the place to start.

We’ve previously described the Varroa Mite as a parasite out 
of balance with its host – meaning honey bees die as a result 

of heavy Varroa parasitism.

Calculating your mite loads before and after treatments & 
manipulations is crucial – you need to know if the actions 

you took worked.  Regrettably, the mite has developed 
resistance to some medications used in the past.



Class 5 Varroa Sampling Methods – Honey Bee Health Coalition



Harvesting Honey – Step 1
get the bees out of the honey supers
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Checking out the harvest
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➢ Bees cap honey when the moisture 
content has been reduced to 17-18%

➢ Honey that has a higher moisture 
content can ferment.

➢ Commercial beekeepers often dry 
honey to reduce the moisture content.

➢ You can check the moisture content 
using a refractometer.

The refractometer above is available on Amazon.com



Harvesting Liquid Honey
paths diverge – will you use an extractor or the “Crush and Strain Method”
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Harvesting Liquid Honey – Removing the Wax

Class 5

If you’ll be using an extractor, you’ll need to remove the 
outer wax covering first.  There are a variety of tools for 

doing so.  Cappings wax is prized for use in cosmetics and 
competitions.



Harvesting Liquid Honey - Straining
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There is a difference between straining and filtering.  Filtering can be thought of as 
extreme straining, often under pressure.

Straining is intended to remove bee parts, bits of wax and other items that people find 
unappetizing.  It does not remove pollen and other evidence of where honey comes 

from.

Photo by Luc Viatour on Wikipedia  CC BY-SA 3.0



Next comes bottling.
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It really doesn’t matter if you use a food 
grade bucket with a honey gate or a fancy 
stainless steel bottling tank.  Getting the 

honey in the bottle and sticking your label 
on it is what counts!
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Questions?
Your homework is to read chapter 10 
“Diseases and Pests of the Honey Bee” 

in your text.

The State Apiarist, Jennifer Lund, will 
teach next week’s class.  She’ll be 

talking about bee pests and diseases.

She’ll most likely talk some about 
Varroa.

THANK YOU! – See you next week.


