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The Tabloid Exploits of Bees and their honeys

by Rosie DeQuattro

As macabre as this may seem,
this dramatization accurately
describes instinctive honeybee
behavior—something to keep
in mind the next time you
reach for the plastic honey bear
on your supermarket shelf.  In
fact, the life-cycle of the hon-
eybee, Apis mellifera, also
known as the Western honey-
bee, is one of those under-ap-
preciated yet vitally important
stories that, once revealed,
changes the way you think
about seemingly ordinary
honey, forever. First, a voyeur’s
account of life in the hive…

There’s a hierarchy in a well-functioning bee colony, a 
caste system, with each caste responsible for specific tasks. The
above scenario would never occur in a well-managed, bee-
keeper-attended hive.  In honey-gathering season, with any-
where from 40,000 to 60,000 bees living in one healthy hive,
harmony is key.  

There are three castes:  workers, drones and the queen.  Work-
ers are females. Like all females, their lives are complicated.
They have special organs that allow them to perform their du-
ties which are mainly to  preserve order within the colony. As
they age they assume different tasks. They have a proboscis, a
long hollow tube grooved down the middle, that allows them
to extract nectar from plants, ideally flowers, but they have
been known to collect nectar that exudes from the bodies of
aphids when floral sources are scarce. Honey made from this
nectar source is called “honeydew”. The foraging worker also
has specially-developed hind legs that are used to collect and

carry pollen back to the hive.
As they swoop and sweep
amongst plants (each bee vis-
iting between 50 and a
1,000 flowers per day and
covering up to three miles
distance from the hive),
pollen is transferred from
plant to plant and pollina-
tion of those plants, and of
crops world-wide, occurs.  

The foraging workers carry
the collected nectar and
water to the hive in their
honey stomachs, an enlarged
area of the esophagus, and
hand it off to younger work-

ers who regurgitate the combination repeatedly until the water
content evaporates down to about nineteen percent (who
measures these things!). Other bees inside the hive fan their
wings to create a strong draft across the nectar-laden honey-
comb, hastening evaporation. The action of regurgitation adds
enzymes to the resulting product, honey. This is where honey
gets its reputation with humans as an immune system booster.
After evaporation, the young workers deposit the honey into
those familiar, hexagonally-shaped cells which they themselves
construct from wax produced by wax glands located under
their abdomens. Furthermore, some foraging workers perform
a dance on their return to the hive to attract attention to them-
selves so that other workers will detect the odor of the nectar
collected, and then follow the odor trail back to the plant to
collect more.

It takes visits to approximately two million flowers to make
one pound of honey. A healthy colony can produce 300 hun-
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IImmaaggiinnee tthhaatt iitt iiss eeaarrllyy sspprriinngg,, aanndd iinn tthhee ccoolloonnyy tthhee oolldd qquueeeenn iiss eenntteerriinngg hheerr ddoottaaggee.. TTrriiggggeerreedd bbyy tthhee wwaarrmm--
iinngg,, lleennggtthheenniinngg ddaayyss,, hheerr ssuubbjjeeccttss’’ iinnssttiinncctt ttoo fflleeee eerruuppttss aanndd sspprreeaaddss lliikkee tthhee ddrreeaaddeedd vvaarrrrooaa mmiittee tthhrroouugghhoouutt
tthhee ccoolloonnyy,, iinnffeeccttiinngg wwoorrkkeerrss wwiitthh aa rreessttlleessssnneessss tthhaatt ccaannnnoott bbee aassssuuaaggeedd.. IInn tthhee ddaarrkk cchhaammbbeerrss ooff tthhee bbrroooodd
nneesstt,, nneerrvvoouuss vviirrggiinn qquueeeennss ccoommmmeennccee aa ffiigghhtt ttoo tthhee ddeeaatthh.. TThheeyy cchhaalllleennggee eeaacchh ootthheerr’’ss ttiittuullaarr ccllaaiimm wwiitthh tthheeiirr
ppiippiinngg,, aa sshhrriillll ccrryy tthheeyy mmaakkee bbyy pprreessssiinngg tthheemmsseellvveess aaggaaiinnsstt tthhee ccoommbb aanndd vviibbrraattiinngg tthheeiirr fflliigghhtt mmuusscclleess
wwiitthhoouutt mmoovviinngg tthheeiirr wwiinnggss.. OOtthheerr vviirrggiinn qquueeeennss aarree bbiittiinngg tthheeiirr wwaayy iinnttoo tthhee sseeaalleedd bbrroooodd nneessttss,, ssttiinnggiinngg
ttoo ddeeaatthh tthhee iinncchhooaattee qquueeeennss.. AAllll tthhee wwhhiillee,, aa ssmmaallll bbaanndd ooff llooyyaalliissttss,, ssuurrvviivvoorrss ooff wwiinntteerr,, cclluusstteerr iinn aa bbaallll
aarroouunndd tthhee oolldd qquueeeenn,, sslluuggggiisshhllyy aatttteennddiinngg hheerr,, mmoovviinngg oonnllyy eennoouugghh ttoo ffeeeedd hheerr aanndd tthheemmsseellvveess.. WWiitthh wwaanniinngg
eenneerrggyy,, rreelluuccttaanntt ttoo lleeaavvee hheerr ssiiddee,, eeaacchh eexxppiirreess iinn hheerr ttuurrnn,, eexxhhaauusstteedd,, ssttaarrvveedd,, aanndd ppooiissoonneedd bbyy hheerr oowwnn eexx--
ccrreemmeenntt.. TThhee oolldd gguuaarrdd iiss ggoonnee;; lloonngg lliivvee tthhee nneeww qquueeeenn,, aanndd tthhee ccyyccllee bbeeggiinnss aaggaaiinn..



dred to 500 hundred pounds of honey per year. Pollen carried
back to the hive by successful foragers is a source of protein
and is fed to gestating bees and consumed by nurse bees (also
females) who in turn produce royal jelly in a gland in their
heads. Royal jelly can turn ordinary bee larvae into queen bees,
a tricky situation that is incredibly well-managed by the bees
themselves and by the art and skill of the beekeeper. As a mat-
ter of fact, when workers detect a lack of queen pheromones,
queen scent, they know the queen is absent and they will in-
stinctively shift into queen-making gear and start to feed royal
jelly to many larvae.  

Another job for the workers is to maintain the temperature
of the hive at a balmy 93 degrees, year-round. When the tem-
perature rises above that, workers bring in water and fan their
wings across the comb to create a draft; below that, and they
cluster, vibrating their wing muscles to generate heat to protect
and warm the queen, her brood, and the colony’s honey sup-
ply. Bees use the phenomenon of the January thaw to clean
out excrement and any foreign bodies from the hive.  Some-
times, another kind of animal may sneak in there. The bees
make quick work of the hapless invader by sealing it in propo-
lis, a kind of resin they collect and use to patch the honey
comb.

Then there are the drones, all males, good for one thing only:
mating with the queen. Drones cannot sting.  They do not
have any of the structures necessary to collect nectar and
pollen.  During periods when food is scarce, workers run the
drones out of the colony. Unequipped to fend for themselves,
the drones die. Mating with the queen takes place in the air,
away from the colony. When the weather is right, opportunis-
tic drones leave the hive during the afternoon and congregate
in certain areas where they wait for virgin queens to fly by.
Those that successfully mate with a queen die shortly thereafter
having had certain body parts ripped away 

during their aerial maneuvers; otherwise, drones live about 90
days.

The only fully-developed female in the hive is the queen.
Pheromones (the queen scent) produced by the queen and dis-
tributed throughout the colony control and harmonize bee be-
havior. Larger than the other females, she is fed exclusively on
a diet of royal jelly during a particular stage of her metamor-
phosis.  Five days after emerging from her cell, she may mate
with ten or more different drones over a period of two to three
days. She collects and stores the sperm in a special organ called
the spermatheca, and then begins to lay eggs in the prepared
honeycomb cells of the hive, one egg per cell, placed precisely
in the lower middle section of each cell. A healthy queen can
lay more than 1,500 eggs per day. The eggs she chooses to fer-
tilize by releasing some of the stored sperm onto them will re-
sult in a worker, a female; those eggs she chooses not to fertilize
will result in a drone, a male. She will continue to release sperm
to fertilize eggs throughout her life (about five years) depend-
ing on the needs of the colony. Before she dies or leaves the
hive to start a new colony, she lays an egg in a large queen cell.
The nurse bees feed this larva a diet of royal jelly, and after 16
days, depending on weather conditions and other factors, a
new queen emerges. 

The thousands of members of county beekeeping associations
throughout the country are the real heroes of this story.  In
this country, as a result of years of disease and pesticide misuse,
less than one percent of bees are designated as “wild”—the
other 99 percent are domesticated and managed by beekeepers.
As “keepers of the flame,” their earnest mission is to educate as-
piring beekeepers, safeguard beekeeping techniques, pass-on
the folk lore, and provide needed support for each other. There
are beekeeping groups in every state in the United States; at
least 12 in Massachusetts alone.  

Andy Reseska of Reseska Apiaries, Inc., in Holliston is a
member of both the Middlesex and Norfolk County Beekeep-
ers’ Associations. He serves on the board of the Massachusetts
Beekeepers’ Association, and is chairman of the Apiary Advi-
sory Committee for the Massachusetts Farm Bureau.  Reseska
appreciates the importance “a viable beekeeping cottage indus-
try is to agriculture in Massachusetts.  People are now just start-
ing to appreciate beekeeping.” He adds, “we are getting a lot
of calls from people looking for local honey.”  

Unlike most beekeepers in Massachusetts, beekeeping for him
is not a hobby; it’s a “full-time, labor of love,” he says.  “I’m at
it seven days a week. The bees are always amazing and differ-
ent, but it’s not for everyone.” Reseska keeps seven hundred
to one thousand colonies of bees which makes him the largest
local honey producer in Massachusetts. He can produce
48,000 pounds of honey a year. He keeps his bee yards on fed-
eral, private and town lands in eastern Massachusetts where
purple loosestrife is plentiful.  “Purple loosestrife is good for
bees,” he explains;  “it contains a good supply of pollen and
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Andy Reseska checking bees on a summer’s day.



Ph
ot

og
ra

ph
: C

ar
ol

e 
To

pa
lia

n

nectar and has more fructose than glucose.” When purple
loosestrife is not abundant, his bees feed on wildflowers, gold-
enrod, milkweed and apple blossoms, making his honey darker
and more flavorful than the ubiquitous light-colored honey
we’re used to seeing.  That honey comes from the nectar of
clover, and also from massive imports of South American, In-
dian, Vietnamese and Chinese honey.  Reseska harvests his
honey once or twice a year, in July and at the end of August
and sells it under the name of “Golden Meadow Honey” and
“Boston Honey.” You can find them at farmers’ markets and
also at Russo’s in Watertown, Whole Foods, Allandale Farm,
and Debra’s Natural Gourmet.  

In winter, Reseska is busy selling honey and maintaining
equipment. By April, he’s right out there with the bees, check-
ing for the health of the hive, determining winter’s attrition. If
honey supplies within the colonies are low, he’ll feed the bees
sugar candy or syrup and a pollen substitute. “The difficulties
[in beekeeping] are in keeping the bees alive; there are numer-
ous viruses that affect bee hives,” he explains, dispassionately.
What he means, is that the most pronounced economic impact
on the beekeeping industry in the past two decades, Varroa de-
structor, can sweep through a colony and kill every single bee.
The tiny external parasite spreads a virus by attaching to the
bee and sucking out the bees’ bodily fluids. The disease is being
studied in labs all over the world. It is thought to have origi-
nated in Mexico and Asia in the 1980s. The infestation is ag-
gravated by drought and unrestrained suburban growth that
overtakes agricultural land. An estimated five percent of bee-
keepers in North America quit beekeeping
annually because of this mite epidemic. Over
the past 20 years, half the country’s honey
bees have succumbed to Varroa destructor.
Al Carl, Program Coordinator at the Massa-
chusetts Department of Agricultural Re-
sources, knows only too well what beekeepers
are up against in Massachusetts. “It’s very dif-
ficult,” Carl says of beekeeping.  “Most [bee-
keepers] are hobbyists and use honey as an
income supplement. Presently we have about
1,300 beekeepers in Massachusetts. Back in
the day [about 1980], we had about 3,200. A
lot of good beekeepers got discouraged.”  

Varroa destructor is a high-profile scourge of
beekeepers, but there are other more mun-
dane pests as well. There are hive beetles and
dwindling disease, nosema, foulbrood and
chalk brood. Some of these have known
symptoms and beekeepers can attack them with organic con-
trols like formic acid, mineral oil or menthol.  But some con-
tinue to evade scientific scrutiny. And, as if this weren’t enough,
Carl mentions yet another problem: “finding good, safe loca-

tions to keep bees.” He says that, “Franklin County alone lost
80 percent of its beekeepers to bears.”   

For an interesting perspective, consider the metrics of a com-
pany like Sue Bee Honey. Sue Bee accounts for almost all of the
honey on the shelf at Shaw’s Supermarkets, for instance. Of
the five types of honey stocked, four of them are clover honeys
from Sue Bee’s American apiaries. The company produces 40
million pounds of honey in a year.  As one of the largest honey
producers in the world, Sue Bee controls an empire of 350
member apiaries, “mostly west of the Mississippi,” according
to Bill Huser, Vice President of Research and Development at
Sue Bee Honey in Sioux City, Iowa. Huser says that each one
of its apiaries contains more than 10,000 bee colonies (remem-
ber, there are 40,000-60,000 bees per colony!). Bulk honey,
honey that goes into products like cereals, breads, and meats,
comes from honey the company imports from South America,
India and Vietnam. According to Huser, the company is con-
cerned with selling a consistent product. It can produce 8,000
cases of finished product in eight hours. It can reliably and
consistently produce honey by the bucket, barrel, or tanker-
truckload. 

Michael Keane, a hobbyist beekeeper in Leominster, has six
hives which he keeps in an apple orchard. (When he’s not bee-
keeping, he’s a software company manager). “A good take
would be about 100 pounds of honey out of a hive in one sea-
son. 60 pounds is average for harvesting. Double that amount
is stored for the bees themselves,” explains Keane.  He harvests

once per season and sells honey on his web-
site.  Keane, too, sees an up tick in the de-
mand for local honey. He also sees the need
for continuing education of the public. As
a member of the Worcester County Bee-
keepers’ Association, the oldest beekeeping
club in the country, Keane encourages peo-
ple to take a beekeeping course at a local
club. “Most counties in Massachusetts have
beekeeping clubs. We have an obligation to
educate as many people as possible about
bees and beekeeping.”

Formaggio Kitchen in Cambridge has ar-
guably “the best honey collection in the
country;”  this according to manager, Tim
Bucciarelli. Alas, their best-selling honey is
acacia and wild lavender honey from
Provence. Although Formaggio Kitchen has
carried local honey in the past, Bucciarelli

admits it’s been a struggle getting a reliable supply. He wants
to change that and is open to developing a group of suppliers
of local honey. “We would love to get more,” he confirms.
Whole Foods, too, offers economic incentive to local honey
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