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This summer I spent two months in Norfolk with Keith Morgan. I found this opportunity due to 

the website Helpexchange.net. For the cost of 20ϵ L was able to access HelpX where there are over 

1,000 hosts all over the world. These hosts provide food and accommodation for work experience.  

My host (Keith Morgan) lives in Norfolk, in a small village called Little Massingham. It is located 

at fifteen miles ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ŝŀǎǘ ƻŦ YƛƴƎΩǎ [ȅƴƴΦ  

Why did I choose to go with this host? On the website, most hosts expect you to do 

renovation, gardening, farming, childminding etc. What struck me with this host was beekeeping. 

There are only two beekeepers on HelpX. I helped my father in the past to renovate the attic in my 

house to do new bedrooms so renovating a house in England was less interesting than beekeeping. It 

was for me the oppƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƴŜǿΣ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƭŜŀǊƴ ŀǘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƻǊ ƛƴ ŀ ōƻƻƪΦ 

Moreover I have always been interested in the bees. Keith has also a little farm: he has 120 chickens, 

five pigs and twelve turkeys.   

Keith has around нлл ƘƛǾŜǎ όƛǘΩǎ ƛƳǇƻǎsible to know how many he has in reality as some die 

and he sometimes makes new hives). He has them mostly in Norfolk but he moved them to other 

crops in UK (Cambridge, Yorkshire, Derbyshire (for these two see the chapter about moving bees to 

the Heather)). These crops are mainly fruit blossom, borage and heather. Keith has a lot of work to do 

with his own hives to inspect all of them and to do what is required for each of them but he has also to 

inspect the hives of a lot of other people as he is a bee inspector.  When I came he was just promoted 

to regional bee inspector, he has now the responsibility of Lincolnshire, Rutland, Leistershire, 

Cambridge, Suffolk, Essex, Hertfordshire, Bedfordshire and of course Norfolk. He is in charge of other 

inspectors too .  As a bee inspector, he works for DEFRA (Department for Environmental Food and 

Rural Affairs). He is dealing with statutory notifiable diseases which are European fool brood (EFB) and 

American fool brood (AFB). He is also doing checks for small hives beetle as well as giving advices on 

varroa management and Tropilaps. He works as a bee inspector in the week and he takes care of his 

hives in the week-end. 
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I Beekeeping 

The honey bee familly  
 

In a beehive you can find three types of bees: the worker bee, the drone and the queen.  

All the workers are females, they are the one who bring the pollen and the nectar to the hives, 

they also take care of the young bees, keep the hive tidy, ventilated the hive if necessary, feed the 

ǉǳŜŜƴ ŜǘŎΧ¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊ ōŜŜ Ƙŀǎ ŀ sting that she uses to protect the hive. The sting has a barbed end so 

when she stings a mammal or a human the barb end get stuck and leave the venom sack which is a 

part of the bee then the bee dies. Hopefully the bee can sting other instects again and again to defend 

the colony without dying. 

The queen is the heart of the colony: she lays eggs and she produces pheromones to regulate 

the work in the colony and to manage the workers. The queen is the most important member of the 

hive. Every beekeepers will look every time if there is the queen is the hive and if she is laying well. 

The queen has a sting but she only uses  it to sting other queens. She is the largest bee in the colony 

with a long body. 

The male bee is called the drone, they are the largest bee in the hive but they are unable to 

sting.  Their only purpose in a hive is to mate with a virgin queen. When a virgin queen go out of the 

hive to mate all the drones come with her. They die after mating. A queen will mate with severals 

drones during her nuptial flight. The drones do nothing in the hive they just eat and ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿork. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

  

The queen with worker bees  

Queen Worker Drone 

A less visible queen 

(virgin queen)  
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The beehive 

 
The modern hive is also called Langstroth ƘƛǾŜΦ όLǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ only typŜ ƻŦ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ƘƛǾŜ ōǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ 

the most common.) The important thing in a beehive is the bee space: this bee space is the distant 

between two frames. If this space is too small the bees will glue the frames together with propolis 

(bee glue). If the space is too large, the bees will build another comb in the middle.  

The parts of the hive are the hive stand, the bottom board, 

the hive body (brood chamber), the queen exculder, the 

super(s), the inner cover and the outer cover 

The hive stand is made to elevate the hive of the ground to 

ƛƴǎǳƭŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ƳƻǊŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ōŜŜǎ ǘƻ ōŜ 

off the ground because they live normaly in trees. 

The bottom board is the thick bottom floor of the beehive, 

some beekepers use screened bottom board which 

improve the ventilation of the hive (that could be useful in 

the hot summers). 

The hive body: this is where the bees live, it contains ten 

frames, in which you find eggs, larvae,brood, honey and 

pollen. In this part of the hive you can find the queen (if you have good eyes!) . 

The queen excluder (not shown in the drawing):  this is a wooden frame holding a grind of metal wire. 

It is placed between the brood body and the supers. As the name implies it prevents the queen  going 

into the supers to lay eggs. If the queen lays eggs in the supers you cannot take the honey away. 

The super is the part of the hive that you place on top of 

the brood chamber (hive body) so the bees can store 

honey. When the super is full you place another super on. 

In each super you have ten 

frames of honeycomb (not 

as big as the ones in the 

brood chamber) . A full 

super weight an average of 

20 kilograms.  

The inner cover is a framed 

flat plank with a hole in the 

middle.We also call it a 

crown board.  

¢ƘŜ ƻǳǘŜǊŎƻǾŜǊ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƻŦΥ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ŦǊŀƳŜ ƻŦ ǿƻƻŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ 

galavanized steel tray on the top. It protects the hive 

from the rain and other elements. 

 

         A queen excluder 
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The fundamental tools for a beekeeper  
 

The smoker: This is an indispensable tool, the beekeeper never inspects 

a hive without it. The smoke calms the bees and enables the beekeeper 

to safely look in his hive. A smoker is simply a fire chamber with bellows 

designed to produce lots of cool smoke. What is burnt inside the smoker 

is irrelevant but we never use anything synthetic or toxic for the bees. 

²Ŝ Ŏŀƴ ǳǎŜ ǇŀǇŜǊΣ ŘǊȅ ƎǊŀǎǎΣ ǿƻƻŘ ŜǘŎΧ YŜƛǘƘ ǳǎŜǎ ǎŀŎƪ ƛƴ ǘƻ Ǉǳǘ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ 

smoker. 

Why the smoke calms the bees? In the nature the bees live in hollow trees so if they smell smoke it 

means for them that there is a fire in the forest where they live. They feed themselves with honey 

from the hive and that make them gentler. The other explanation is that the smoke masks the alarm 

pheromones given off by the worker bees when the hive is opened. With the smoke they are unable to 

ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘŜ ǎƻ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜ ōŜŜƪŜŜǇŜǊ ƛǎ ƘŜǊŜΦ 

The hive tool: This is another indispensable tool, it is a very simple tool made of metal. The 

beekeeper uses it to take out the frames from the hive and to scrape the wax and propolis (bee glue). 

 

 

Bee-proof clothing : When the beekeeper visits a hive he usually wears an overall. I say usually 

ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘΩǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ Řƻ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƛǘ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ ōŜŜǎ ŀǊe very friendly (see this picture of me).  The overall 

ƛǎ ǿƘƛǘŜ ōǳǘ Ŏŀƴ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜ ƭƛƎƘǘ ŎƻƭƻǳǊ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ōŜŜǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ ŘŀǊƪ ŎƻƭƻǳǊǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ōŜŜ-suit covers all the 

body but the head. To cover it he uses ŀ ǾŜƛƭΦ LǘΩǎ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǘƻ ǿŜŀǊ ǿŜƭƭƛƴƎǘƻƴǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ōŜŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŎǳǊƛƻǳǎ 

ŀƴŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ 

sting you but just see what is inside. I had many times a 

bee in my overall or in my veil and they never stung me. 

The problem with simple shoes is that the bees go on 

your sock and when you move your foot, they may be 

blocked between it and your shoe and then they sting 

you. One day I wore simple shoes and I have been stung 

five times on the ankle and I can say that it is the worst 

place to be stung.   
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What the beekeeper has to do?  
 

The beekeeper has a lot of things to do in order to keep his bees alive and productive. Some 

activities have to be done every time he visits the hive and others are seasonal activities.  

What to inspect  in the hive every time? 

The first things to know is that the bees are gentle and not aggressive at all. If they want to 

sting it is because the beekeeper treats them badly or there is a problem in the hive (queenless or they 

have got diseases for example)Φ YŜƛǘƘ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ǘƻ ƳŜ άǘǊŜŀǘ ǘƘŜƳ ƭƛƪŜ ȅƻǳǊ ƎƛǊƭŦǊƛŜƴŘέΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ 

true. If the beekeeper crushes a bee it releases a pheromone which raises the alarm in the hive, the 

consequence will be that the bees will now want to sting.   

When the beekeeper opens a hive he smokes the entrance first to say to the bees that he is 

there then he opens it gentle. If the different parts are stuck with propolis, he uses his hive tool to torn 

them apart but he has to be careful to avoid doing a loud crack. It is not the noise which alarm the 

bees but the vibration in the entire hive. The beekeeper places the roof on the floor upside down, 

then takes the crown board off first checking the queen is not on the underneath, this is placed stood 

upright against the hive.  He places the super(s) crossway on the roof like you can see on the picture. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After removing all what is on top of the hive, he then inspects the frames. To do this he can 

begin at one end but the experienced beekeeper will begin by the middle as the interesting frames are 

here. He takes one frame out of the brood body with his hive tool and look at it. If this frame is from 

one end it is usually empty (empty of broods, eggs and larvae but not of bees) he put it against the 

hive being careful to not crush any bees. The beekeeper places only the first frame out so he has 

enough space to look at the other without crushing the bees between the frames. If the first frame he 

has taken is a frame from the middle there is chance that there will be brood larvae and eggs on it. If 

ƘŜ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜƳ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŦǊŀƳŜ ƘŜ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ƛǘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ƭƻƻƪs at another frame. The 

beekeeper has to look at them so he is able to see if the hive has a queen or not. As I have explained 

άǘƘŜ ǉǳŜŜƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƳŜƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǾŜέΣ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻƭƻƴȅ ƛǎ ŘƻƻƳŜŘ ǘƻ ŦŀƛƭǳǊŜ 

and the beekeeper is sure that ƘŜ ǿƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴȅ ƘƻƴŜȅΦ  

A super on top 

of the roof 

placed to not 

crush the bees 

A frame full of 

bees placed out 

of the hive to 

have enough 

space to inspect 

the other frames 
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The broods are the last stage of the development of the baby bee, they indicate that the 

ǉǳŜŜƴ ǿŀǎ ƘŜǊŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƴƛƴŜ ŀƴŘ ǘǿŜƴǘȅ ƻƴŜ Řŀȅǎ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǎƻ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǾŜ Ƙŀǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ 

ŀ ǉǳŜŜƴΦ LǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǊǾŀŜΣ ǘƘŜȅ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜŜƴ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŦƻǳǊ 

and eight days before. The only way to know if the queen is in the hive is to see eggs as she laid them 

between one and three days before. They are very difficult to see as they are very tiny (0.4mm 

diameter, 3mm length). If he is unable to see them he then tries to find the queen but it is very 

difficult to find her especially since they are 50.000 others bees in the hive. It is really easy to miss her 

and she may not be there. Some beekeepers mark the queen so they are able to see her easily and 

they know if the queen they see is still the same queen they marked (it could be a new queen).  

  

Pollen with 

Honey 

Egg 

Larva 

Brood 

A frame with a very good pattern of broods 

Brood 

Uncapped 

honey in 

cells 

Capped 

honey  


