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Welcome to the Autumn 2019 Edition of the Bath Beekeepers Newsletter.   

 

It is only fitting to open with a tribute to Tim Matthews, Chair of Bath Beekeepers, who sadly 

passed away on 19th June.   

 

Otherwise in this edition there are various articles on; bees knees; bees in the Medieval 

economy; bee loss, exam congratulations, a catch-up on the summer Gathering and Honey 

Show and lots of news on what honey bees have been up to, both nationally and worldwide.  

We end with news on the youngest member of Bath Beekeepers. 

 

Before going any further this newsletter is yours, the Members of Bath Beekeepers. Please 

let the Committee know what you would like to see in it; whether it be articles, news, items of 

interest or what you find is crucial to know – a Q & A section (there is no such thing as a 

stupid question).  We would also be interested in your bee news and experiences too! 

 

Beekeeping can be perplexing because bees don’t always do what they are supposed to 

and then beekeepers throw a spanner in the works because they never agree on advice.  If 

that hasn’t put you off, read on... 
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TRIBUTE TO TIM MATTHEWS 

 

 
Tim, left, showing Pete Davis how to bee keep properly! 

 

TIM MATTHEWS  1948 - 2019 

 

Our late chairman Tim spent his life locally, he was born in Bathampton and moved 

to Colerne later in life. 

 

Tim was a master craftsman, a carpenter and joiner by trade and we were lucky 

when he put his skills to work when constructing our new building. In fact he was the 

leading light when relocating the building to its present site. 

 

He started beekeeping in the 1990's and took the Branch chairmanship some years 

later. Not only was he a good beekeeper but an excellent organiser. 

 

Our condolences to Ann and her family. Tim is sadly missed. 

 

T.H. 
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SUMMER GATHERING AND AUCTION 

 

There was a good attendance at the Summer Gathering held on Sunday 18th 

August. Luckily the weather was lovely which contributed to the congenial 

atmosphere together with delicious home-made food, a raffle and auction.  The 

auction items comprised of a collection of bee related objects that belonged to the 

late Lady Shirley Codrington and were kindly donated to Bath Beekeepers by her 

family.  While a lot of items were snapped up by excited bidders we have quite a few 

more which need a good home.  These are all located at the Teaching Apiary and so 

do cast your eyes over them next time you visit.  All monies collected will go into the 

club funds.    

 

With thanks to the family of Lady Shirley Codrington. 

 

BATH BEEKEEPERS HONEY SHOW 

 

This year’s Honey Show was held on Saturday 26th October having been put back 

from September, as it had been very warm, and the Committee wanted to give 

entrants the best possible chance of being able to extract their honey and exhibit it.   

 

There was a reasonable turn out with exhibits entered ranging from honey in different 

classes, mead, cake, biscuits and beautifully made products such as bee wraps and 

luxury creams.   

 

Winners: 

 

Daniel Job - Overall winner 

Clare Tollit - Winner of the Shirley Needs Memorial Cup 

Ian Phillips – Winner of the Novice Cup. 

 

Warmest congratulations to all the winners and thanks to all of you that took part. 

 

The club would like to thank Monica Davis and Tracey Blacker for their hard work in 

preparing and managing the show. Without them giving up their time, the show would 

not take place. 

 

So, are you going to enter next year??? 

 

Even if you are a beginner at beekeeping, the Committee would encourage any 

person, whether an associate or full member to give it a go! It’s not as daunting as 

you think! Nigel Hurst gave a short talk on how to prepare for the Honey Show giving 

useful tips and advice – hopefully we can persuade Nigel to do it again next year to 

help our budding enthusiasts! 

 

An associate cannot exhibit honey or honey products but can exhibit the cake and/or 

biscuits.  Even if you do not win anything it is all about having fun and eating the 

entrants’ cakes and biscuits after judging!  You also get to learn about how to 
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prepare better for the next year, like I did, when my cake wasn’t even judged 

because the judge thought there were dog hairs on it (as if!) ….. 

 

I do not own a dog but I did have an old pastry brush which moulted white plastic 

filaments all over the cake when I glazed it with honey and didn’t notice….  

(Should’ve gone to Specsavers!)  

 

 

THE MISTAKES YOU MAKE ARE THE ONES YOU PAY FOR 

 

I hope that you have all had a successful spring and summer year with your buzzers 

and that you’ve been lucky enough to have a honey crop.  Further, that your bees are 

safely in bed with lots of grub to see them through to next spring. 

 

I wish the same could be said for me…. 

 

There cannot be a sight sadder to behold, for a beekeeper, than a hive full of dead 

bees.  The silence…… 

 

This is the sight that greeted me my first inspection of this year which happened to be 

on Good Friday.  On the floor of my hive was a pile of my poor dead girls huddled 

together with the extinguished Queen on top; her red dot on her back a sad beacon.  

It looks like they had starved.  Last autumn, still being an amateur, I had judged that 

they had enough to eat over the winter – a super full of their own honey and 

wondrously heavy.  The honey that won me prizes at our own Honey Show for the 

last two years and the Bath and West this year.  Did I mention that I left the Queen 

Excluder in the hive by mistake?  

 

When I opened my silent empty hive I found that most of the super frames were full 

to the hilt with inaccessible ivy honey – the irony of my bees having food that they 

could not access.  They had also built beautiful new white-blonde wax in new supers 

I’d put in their home that they vacated so sadly. 

  

So, taking the guilt and shame into account and the spooky idea that I’m responsible 

for upwards of 30,000 deaths, I procured from our esteemed Honorary Secretary a 

new colony in exchange for the passing of hard earned cash over hands. 

  

These new babies were striped and docile, choosing to amble lazily over the frames 

of their new home; no furious vortex of spinning bees about our heads here! 

  

On inspecting them two weeks later I was greeted with the sight of six or seven 

sealed Queen cells in the half full hive but the rest of the family were still there.  

Stranger and stranger…..I shut the hive and sought the advice of fellow beekeepers, 

YouTube (yes, I know) and various textbooks including the Basic Exam model 

answers.  Having thoroughly confused myself and, with a restless night’s sleep 

behind me, caused by decisions, decisions, my morning revelation was to filch the 

brand new pristine nuc from my husband’s bee equipment stash in our garage. 
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I used this to split my new colony so that Queenie would become acquainted with the 

fact that she had swarmed, albeit artificially.  By now I’d discovered that the sealed 

Queen cells numbered ten in total. It’s a wonder what is revealed when you blow 

those agitated buzzers apart on a frame…So, I removed all of them (please don’t 

shout NOOOOOO ...as you are reading this) based on the wisdom or otherwise from 

all the various sources I had employed to advise me.   Oh and you might like to know 

that the previously docile bees were now incandescent with rage while I moved some 

of their sisters over on frames and shook some nursery bees in too.   

 

On the next inspection I found 12 sealed Queen cells in the old hive - what on 

earth?.....As the hive was queenless I’d have expected a few but 12?  Then I 

discovered that Queenie, who had been moved next door, preferred her old abode 

and had shifted back again, without so much as a by your leave! There she was 

creeping around like a doppelganger of her dead sister, as she too sported a red dot 

but, this time she’s number 55 - come in number 55 and I mean that earnestly folks! I 

removed the new Queen cells and hoped for the best. 

 

Third inspection day came around.  This time Queene had laid so many drone cells 

the frames were thickly covered with them; both a horror, and a marvel, at what 

honey bees might do when things go Pete Tong… I think we know what was going 

on here.  Age, lack of sperm… 

 

This time Queenie was dispatched and her remaining troops shaken off in front of the 

nuc that I had, by this time, made into a full hive as it had been bursting at the 

seams. 

 

In tandem with the bee horror film of my main hive’s shenanigans, a subsequent 

inspection of the nuc had revealed a tiny patch of eggs and curly whirly white grubs 

so a New Monarch has taken over her New Kingdom. 

 

In the meantime, I removed all the wax and honey produced by my demised bees.  

The frames were completely full of ivy honey.  Here’s a picture of what they 

produced; 
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So, fast forward to the new hive made from the nuc…. A subsequent inspection 

revealed that the New Monarch obviously felt that her luxury home was inadequate 

because she’d swarmed with her new tribe.  So, going into winter, I have no hive at 

all.   

 

I’m wondering if there’s something karmic in all of this…..  And, in case you are 

wondering, I don’t want any answers on a postcard please, as I’m lying down in a 

darkened room with a damp cloth on my head and putting it all down to experience! 

 

THE BEE’S KNEES 

 

In the May 2019 BBKA News there was an article on bees knees written by Graham 

Kingham, Devon BKA.  He states that the origin of the phrase is 18th Century 

meaning “something very small” (as of course, if bees did have knees, they would be 

infinitesimal) and that the modern version of the phrase that we use today came 

about in America in the 1920’s.   

 

To expand on that theme, in the Jazz Age of the 1920’s which was a time for testing 

boundaries, being unconventional, rebellious and r*****, it became de rigeur to invent 

phrases which compared something which was said to be the best together with a 

fictional part of an animal’s anatomy.   Examples of this are the phrases “the gnat’s 

elbow”, “the flea’s eyebrows”, “the snake’s hips”, “the elephant’s instep” and “the 

cat’s miaow”.  Other phrases combine clothing with the animal in question such as 

“the cat’s pyjamas” and “the gnat’s garter”.  Most of the phrases have now fallen into 

disuse but “the bees knees”, meaning undisputedly the best, is still commonly used.  

 

Did you know that, whilst bees do not have kneecaps like humans, they collect pollen 

grains with bristly hairs on their legs.  They then press the pollen and transfer it to the 

other leg, putting it on their pollen baskets for delivery back to the hive?  

 

 With thanks to Graham Kingham and BBKA News  

 

ASIAN HORNET UPDATE 

 

The first UK sighting of an Asian hornet this year was on 3 July in New Milton, 

Hampshire.  This was the first confirmed sighting since October 2018.  A member of 

the public reported the hornet using the app.  A second sighting was made which 

was in Tamworth, Staffordshire, on 2 September.  The third one of this tear (so far) 

was in Christchurch, Hampshire, on 1st October.  Let’s not be complacent and, if you 

have a smartphone, install the app if you haven’t already. See the Resources page 

on our website for more details. 
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THE BEES OF NOTRE DAME DE PARIS  

 

Whilst it was shocking to witness the sight of Notre Dame in flames on 15th April this 

year, and the widespread damage that was caused, it was good to hear one piece of 

good news - three beehives, which had been housed on the roof, survived the fire 

intact.  This was possible as the hives had been placed on a lower roof, on top of the 

cathedral’s first floor, which was about 30 metres away from the main roof that 

caught fire.  Nicholas Geant, the beekeeper, had not been able to check if any of the 

hives had been destroyed as he was prevented from going on the roof by the police 

and firefighters.  Happily aerial photographs of the roof showed that the hives were 

intact.  

 

Here is a link to the bees of Notre Dame;  

 

https://www.notredamedeparis.fr/en/la-cathedrale/les-informations-insolites/les-

abeilles-de-notre-dame-de-paris/ 

 

  

https://www.notredamedeparis.fr/en/la-cathedrale/les-informations-insolites/les-abeilles-de-notre-dame-de-paris/
https://www.notredamedeparis.fr/en/la-cathedrale/les-informations-insolites/les-abeilles-de-notre-dame-de-paris/
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BEES IN THE MEDIEVAL ECONOMY 

 

 
 

We are all familiar with the use of beeswax to make candles which we might think of 

as ornamental.  Before the advent of electric light, however, the use of beeswax 

candles was crucial not only for domestic use but in churches.  This has been 

documented in a paper by Dr Alexandra Sapoznik called “Bees in the Medieval 

Economy: religious observance and the production, trade and consumption of wax in 

England, c.1300-155”. 

 

She states that a vast quantity of beeswax was needed in the High and Middle Ages 

for religious observance.  This brought about a thriving trade between Novgorod, 

Russia and Lisbon, Portugal.  This demand stimulated widespread domestic 

beekeeping.   

 

Dr Sapoznik made use of very old Parish records to calculate how much wax was 

needed for religious observance.  In one example, she found that, in 1432 in Bishop’s 

Stortford, “wax and attendant labour accounted for 63 per cent of the necessary 

expenses in the warden’s account”.  In another that the “cost of the Paschel” (candle) 

alone was one eighth of the annual salary of the parish clerk”.   

 

Parishes would be required to purchase wax but may have been given donations of 

wax in people’s wills.  Furthermore even bees and beehives were made by bequest 

and left for the “lights” (i.e. the candles) in the respective churches. 

 

With thanks to Dr Alexandra Sapoznik. 

 

For a bedtime read here is a link to the full paper; 

 

https://ehsthelongrun.net/2019/01/22/bees-in-the-medieval-economy/ 

https://ehsthelongrun.net/2019/01/22/bees-in-the-medieval-economy/
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  THE SWARM 

 

The Swarm was a disaster film released in 1978 starring, amongst others, Michael 

Caine.  In a two part series on Radio 2, called “MIchael Caine - What I Know Now” he 

talks about his film career and, in particular, about The Swarm.   

 

The plot of the film is based on a “fact” that scientists had known, for about 20 years, 

that a swarm of killer bees was headed in the direction of the US.  The “fact” 

metamorphosed into “The Swarm” directed by Irwin Allen.  The swarm itself was 

described as a lethal moving black mass, it’s invasion far more destructive than any 

human force and on it’s way to Texas.  The excerpts of the film, played over the 

radio, include a Miss Shouster speaking in her best tremulous, breathless panicked 

Received Pronounciation (RP - Google it) telling the populace that the swarm of killer 

bees are on their way (cue children screaming and the sound of an unfeasible  

number of bees buzzing).   

 

Michael Caine goes on to say that the film is probably the worst one that he ever 

made and didn’t even read the script as he thought that it would be fantastic!  He 

plays a scientist in the film and, In one excerpt, he says that to air drop chemicals on 

the killer bees would mean that native honey bees would also be destroyed.  Further 

that the bees pollinate $6,000,000,000 worth of crops each year and that killing them 

will kill the crop which, in turn, would kill the people.  Sounds familiar 40 years later? 

 

He tells a tale, when filming, that the uncountable number of bee extras had been 

cooped up until their stage cue.  The actors were required to go amongst the bees, 

dressed in white smocks, as the bees were released and flew around them.  As they 

hadn’t been let out for some time the smocks the actors were wearing turned a light 

brown…. 

 

MIchael Caine’s motto is “Use the Difficulty” - if something goes wrong or bad try and 

find the good in it. So I thought I’d apply this to the demise of my bees. 

 

Link to The Swarm on Wiki including a superb poster for the film showing a 

magnificent twister of bees; copyright prevents me from reproducing it here so you’ll 

just have to make do with this one… 
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Swarm_(film)  

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Swarm_(film)
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BEE NEWS  

 

HONEY BEAR 

 

In Italy there is said to be a killer brown bear, one of 80 living in the Trentino area, 

which raids beehives as well as killing livestock.  This poor old bruin is being blamed 

for 80 per cent of the region’s most recent livestock attacks and the local authority 

has asked the government’s permission to catch it.  This has been refused but, in the 

meantime, one wonders if he is aping his fictional cousin Poo Bear and is also 

perhaps becomes more docile on a feast of honey? 

 

HONEY LIPS 

 

In an article by Dr James LeFanu, Telegraph, he writes of a miraculous cure 

discovered by a reader for painful, swollen and constantly peeling lips.  I’m sure that 

you’ve already guessed but that cure is honey.  After applying honey to her lips 

several times a day, on the suggestion of a friend, a month later the reader is 

completely cured. 

 

With thanks to the Daily Telegraph  

 

HONEY HIGH 

 

The BBKA has reported the loss of winter bee colonies is at its lowest since records 

were first kept.  (This does not count my bee loss of course- just thought I’d talk 

about myself again...oh the guilt).  Although weather conditions were varied 

countrywide the BBKA were of the opinion that it showed how crucial good 

beekeeping practise is to the survival of colonies.  

 

Having said that, bumblebees were hostages to fortune last year due to the hostile 

weather conditions which ranged from extreme heat to extreme cold.  Whilst freezing 

conditions delayed the bumblebees’ season from starting, several rare species, 

which emerge later, thrived in the hot conditions so, as Frank Sinatra sang, it was a 

very good year (for them).  

 

BEE BRAIN 

 

Whilst honeybees may only have a brain which is the size of a sesame seed, they 

have been found to have a human-like capacity to link symbols to numbers.  

Australian and French scientists managed to train honeybees to match a character-

like letter to a specific quantity.  The result is that honeybees can learn that a shape 

represents a number.  This has remarkable potential for communication across 

species.  For me it just reignites the horror of my 11 plus exam which consisted of 

having to manipulate symbols and numbers into some sort of mathematical sense, 

the result of which earned me a place at secondary school as opposed to the local 

girls’ grammar where I didn’t want to go anyway. Honest!. 
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EXAM SUCCESS! 

 

Taking of exams, congratulations to the following Bath Beekeepers who were all 

successful in  passing the Basic Examination: 

 

Sean Dennedy 

Jessica Flower 

Ian Gilchrist 

Alison Holman  

Francesca Knight (me!) 

Ian Phillips 

 

With thanks to the assessors Anne Rowberry and Bridget Knutson. 

 

We were all, however, pipped to the post (in some cases by many, many years), by 

Archie Cridland of Guildford, Surrey, who has this year become the youngest certified 

beekeeper at the age of five!  Congratulations Archie!!! 

 

JUST BEFORE YOU GO….. 

 

Seen at Westonbirt Arboretum in late July; 

 

          
 

HONEY BABY 

 

Let’s end with some happy news and welcome the youngest member of Bath 

Beekeepers (yet to be sworn in) and apprentice beekeeper, a baby boy called 

William, born to Daniel and Alex Job in February this year.  Many congratulations to 

you both with love and very best wishes from the Committee.  As you can see, he is 
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already learning the fine art of beekeeping.  The thing is, William, I’m not sure that 

Daddy has shown you the right way to handle bees yet……. 

 

 

 
“Flower and fruit grew together on the same tree and everywhere was the scent of 

ripeness and the booming of a million bees” 
 
Willaim Golding “Lord of the Flies” 1958 Penguin 

With thanks to the estate of William Golding. 

 

 

 

 

 

Francesca Knight 

BathBKA Newsletter Editor 


