George’s Pink Pages
The BEST Bee?
[tdian? Carniolan? Buckfast? Caucasan? Midnite? Starline? Uncle Joes?

What do you want or expect from your bees? Just as German people are known for their
blue eyes and blonde hair, the Negro is known for their big round eyes and curly black hair, and the
Orientd is distinguished by "danted" eyes and black hair. Equaly, aduck hunter uses a Labrador
retriever to recover the fallen fowl from Chesapeake Bay, because the dog's coat is warm and
waterproof; whereas the same hunter uses an Irish Setter to recover fdlen fowl when he hunts over
dry land. So it iswith our honey bees, in that each race (there are numerous) aswell as each
"gstock™ (even more numerous) has certain differing characteristics from each other, and it behooves
you to select the race or stock that best suits your desires of gpis mellifera

Maybe we are lucky that al honey bees are not the same, for if so, | would have nothing to
write about, nor would you have anything to argue about. Hence, let me mention some of the
characterigtics that may be important to you to aid you in sdlecting abee BEST SUITED to your
desires.

Gentleness or excitability

Resistance to various diseases and the trached mite plus the Varroa mite

Early spring buildup in population

Wintering ability

Not prone to excess swarming

Ripens honey rapidly

Honeycomb cappings are white

Minimd use of propolis

Availablity and queen cost

COLOR (At least to me, it is UNFORTUNATE that many beekeepers emphasize this
characterigtic asimportant. Sounds like buying a new car, anew evening gown, repainting
the living room wals. or dyeing your hair platinum blonde). | will admit that a queen beeis
easer to find among golden workers than among black workers; but you should have a
MARKED queen anyhow which is very visble among black or gold. Just one more reason
for MARKING a queen!
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Look that list over and sdlect the importance of each of these differing characteristics are
very important to you and the location of your bees, and which of the characterigtics are not very
important. For example, if your bees are located in an urban area, surely you want gentle bees,
bees not given to robbing, or bees that ssem to want to swarm on awarm Christmas Day making a
new home in your neighbors old doghouse or worsg, in his bedroom wall sding. Perhaps, white
honeycomb cappings are not important if you do not produce or sl any comb honey.

Before | tell you the good points and the bad points of each race, let me "go out on alimb*
and say that to date there is no scientific evidence that substantiates that a particular race has any
more res stance to mites than any other race. We al hoped the Y C2 stock of Carniolan bees might



prove resistant under the conditions used in the U.S. to mite infestation, but the literature does not
support that hope. 1n 1998, science has not yet found an identifiable res stantance to mites by any
race. To date, no ways have been found to transfer any gpparent resistance of a stock to the
progeny of that stock. Unfortunately, until science finds this "key" to mite resistance, killing and
controlling (note | said both killing and controlling) mitesis our only dternative to beekeeping
without bee desth from mites.

Let ustak about the good and bad characteristics of each race, and | will present alarge
part to the most popular racesin our country: Italian, Carniolan, and Buckfadt.

ITALIAN: apis mdliferaligugticawas first brought to this country in 1859, and gained
immediate atention. Up until that time, dl of our bees were descended of the bees brought here by
old English ships: the nasty, disease prone, dark English bee, apis mdliferamdlifera (I'd be nasty
too with a double name like that). The "new" Italian bee was much more gentle, disease resstant to
the diseases prevaent at that time, and was GOLDEN IN COLOR which made this new "farm bug’
amog attractive. In genera, there are many different siocks of the Italian race primarily dueto
selective breeding by queen breeders which of course magnifies or diminishes the characteristics
common to Itdians, e. g. there are three distinct varieties of color: (1) the leather color (deemed the
best by Brother Adam); (2) the bright yellow (Golden) type (which captivated Americans, and il
doesin 1998 to afew); and (3) the very pale lemon-colored variety. Forgetting that unimportant
color, letstak about the discerning factors of the Itdian's behavior! It isrdatively gentle and
rather cam. It has astrong disposition to brood rearing, which, athough providing alarge
population for nectar collection, continues even during nectar dearths, resulting in high food
consumption, even including the long inactive winter months. Often this strong brood rearing
disposition and large food consumption in late winter or early spring causes soring dwindling and
hence dow or tardy spring development. The Italian is known as an excedllent housekeeper (which
some scientists think might be a factor in disease resstance), uses little propoalis, are excellent
foragers, superb comb builders and cover the honey with brilliant white cappings. Sure sounds like
the BEST beefor dl, but now let me tell you of her serious defects.

All professiona apiculturists and researchers agree thet of al honey bee races, the Itdian
has earned the infamoustitle of "king of the robbers’. Perhagps due to its shrewnessin locating
stores, if the beekeeper accidentally or carelesdy leaves honey or nectar exposed, particularly
during adearth, it isthe Itdian "girls' that are first on the scene and in moments the arealis not fit
for man (particularly neighbors) or beasts. Smilar to this detrimenta characterigtic, Italian bees are
often very annoying because they angrily fly about the head of the beekeeper as heis making
colony manipulationsin the apiary. Maybe Itdian bees didike the odor of discharged human
breath more than other races - who knows? The Itdian beeisthe"child" of the Mediterraneon
climate: short, mild, humid winters and dry summers with long honeyflows. That does NOT sound
like our typicd Maryland weether. The biggest difference, of course, is our only honey flow is
early in the spring and SHORT. (It would be nice to have some nectar crop in June, July, and
August before the Goldenrod comesto life). Surely our winters are not like Michigan or New
Y ork, but neither are they normaly short, mild, and humid. Our norma winters and just not like
the normal Mediterraneon winter, and perhaps the Italian bee may not be the best bee for our
climate and early spring short nectar flow.



Before dl you Itdian adherents, knowing of my use of Carniolans, descend here armed with
tar and feathers, | ill think a GOOD well-bred Itdian bee is an excellent choice for many
beekeepers, and (SURPRISE) | use some Italians myself for specia purposes, notably for drawing
foundation and making late crop comb honey - but then | requeen them with Carnies. Tha Tar
and Feathers scares me!

CARNIOLAN: gpis mdlifera carnicaisthe most popular race of beesin dl of Europe and
perhaps the 2nd most popular in the world. Its origind home is the Carniolan Mountains at the
eastern side of the Alpsin Eastern Audtria, Croatia, Eastern Czechdovakia, Hungary, Bulgaria and
Roumania (the entire Danube River vadley). It isone of the black bees (as opposed to the yelow or
golden Italian) and its geographica heritage makes it better suited to normaly cooler dimates than
the Mediterraneon area. Like the Itdian race, due to geographic location differences aswel as
sdective queen breeding, there are many different "stocks' of Carniolan bees resulting in dightly
variable characteritics depending on the stock; e. g. the Austrian stocks produce more propolis
than any of the other Carniolan stocks which produce very little propolis.

Although I switched from raising Itdian beesto Carniolans 49 years ago (1949) and fed
that | know much about them, | will give you the satements and writings about Carniolans from
some of the renowned geneticists and gpiculturists of the world. Two attributes of the Carniolan
that are universaly agreed are (1) its exceptiond docility (Brother Adam (1966) said that Carnica
was the quietest and most gentle of al bee races), and (2) Carnniolans are known for their
"explosive' early spring buildup a the first Sgn of pollen. Brother Adam's book, "In Search of the
Begt Strains of Honey Bees', refersto the Carniolan bee as "the spring flow bee per excellence”
because of its early spring buildup. A mgor difference between Carniolans and other racesis they
seem to gpportion their energies and their food stores with dmost human thought, in that during a
dowdown of nectar or particularly the dearth times of hot dry summer, they materialy reduce
brood production thereby saving food. This summertime trait of ‘taking it easy and rockin' in the
porch swing" enhances the bee's longevity which is a benefit to add to naturd foraging ability, its
hardiness and wintering ability. Hence, the Carniolan winters with a much smaler cluster than
other bees and hences uses much less winter stores. Honey bee geneticist Ruttner (75) and
researcher Deitz (68) wrote a great deal about this difference from other bees and pointed out the
Carniolan's heavy dependence on pollen availability which triggers an explosive brood rearing
cycdle (Needlessto say, dthough Maryland isrich in pollen availability, my bees have pollen
subdtitute peatties in place shortly after Chrissmas.) In contrast to Itdians, The Carniolan has a great
sense of orientation so that it does not enter the wrong colony or depleat aweak colony by
mistakenly entering astrong colony. Perhgps this strong orientation senseis related to the NON-
ROBBING éttribute of the Carniolan. (This does not mean that you can pour honey al over the
goiary ground in August and not have robbing, but it does mean you can ingpect or manipulate your
coloniesin August without the fear of being chased into the next county.) Like the Itdians,
Carnies produce brilliant white honeycomb cappings. What a spectacle! Findly, brood diseases are
amost unknown in the heartland of the Carniolan bee, and somewhat disease resstant in the rest of
the world.

Oh my, now | have to explain why the Carniolan is not conddered the BEST bee for dll
beekeepers, and it isnot! | joke about its mgor fault when | tell people that the svarming
propengty is so strong that it would not suprise me to have a svarm on awarm Christmas Day.



Reminding you that swarm season is just before the mgjor spring nectar flow (swarming et the
height of anectar flow isthe fault of the beekeeper, not the bees), this major deficiency of the
Carniolan isits strong disposition to swarming caused by its greet vitdity and the rapid

development of its colonies. However, this excessive swarming tendency can be reduced to
tolerable limits by the knowledge of bee behavior principles, good apiary management, aways
available brrod space for the queen, and no queen over one year old (Brother adam, 1951: Ruttner,
1975; Imirie, 1994). Further, compared to the Itaian, the Carniolan is not a proficient comb builder
and hence may not be very good for comb honey production or drawing foundation. | mentioned
abovethat | used Italian bees to draw foundation and make late comb honey. Lastly, as much as|
prefer Carnies to any other bee, | don't get any phzass out of that black color, and silently wish she
was GOLDEN.

Isthe Buckfast a"race’ or agood "hybrid"? | have listened to experts argue the point to no
red concluson. | have wanted to be the fly on thewall of aroom holding
Brother Adam, the developer of the Buckfast bee; Gladstone Cale, the devel oper of the Starline
bee; and Freidrich Ruttner, an exponent of the Midnight Bee and listen to their debate whether the
Buckfast isarace or ahybrid. Asonly anovice of genetics, | would have to say the Buckfast isa
hybrid, and agood one, but not arace. However, who cares aslong as oneis smart enough not to
use daughter queens, but only use queensidedly coming from artificid insemination with socalled
"pure’ drone stock. After acarine disease (now we know it was tracheal mites) destroyed about
95% of al English beesin 1920, Brother Adam of Buckfast Abbey in Devon, England was charged
with developing a successor to the old English dark bee, apis mdliferamdlifera He spent the rest
of hislife traveling the entire world, notably Europe and Africa, interviewing the apiculturists and
breeders of that day plus collecting thousands of various queens to breed away the bad points and
maintain the good points. Although the resulting Buckfast bee has numerous diverse lines of
forebearers including some of the african bees, the basic beeis primarily Itdian with certain
changes to make it better suited for beekeeping in the climate and environment of the British I1des.
In 1922, our government passed a law prohibiting the entrance of any bees from foreign countries
into the U. S., and hence, we could not have the Buckfast beeto try it out. However, in the early
1980's, Weaver Apiaries of Navasota, Texas entered into a contracturd ded with Brother Adam to
gain Buckfast beesinthe U. S. Starting with asmall government approved colony, Brother Adam
often ships frozen Buckfast drone semen to Weavers, who atificidly inseminates virgin queens
produced from Weaver's origina colony of Buckfast bees. Weaver's are the only licenced suppliers
of Buckfast beesin this country.

Purdly for a scientific test of what was the "best beg" for my Maryland area, my Bee
Partner, Master Beekeeper Ann Harman and |, purchased10 Buckfast queens back in 1986 to see
what they were like compared to Ann's Italiansand my Carniolans. It was our plan to continue
these tests for 5 consecutive years requeening every colony each year; but the arriva of the Varroa
mite redirected our atentionto mite control and we had to terminate our trid of Buckfast after just
3years. | cantdl you of our conclusons about Buckfast. They are anice bee having most of the
good points of Itaians, but not as gentle as agood stock of Itaians (note | said "good stock™) and
surely not as gentle and calm as a Carniolan. However, they don't have the swarming propensity of
Carnies, which isin their favor. Like Italians, or any other race except Carniolans, Buckfast are not
up to full strength to do agood job on an early crop like black locust or holly. They do not pesk
until mid May when our norma nectar flow is about half gone dl ready. We could not get agood



test for robbing, because both Ann and | are quite meticulousin avoiding any cause for robbing.
They are not the bright yellow or golden bee that is tractive to many Americans. | have no idea
of their mite resstance, if any, because | have dways used menthol for tracheal mites snce 87 and
Apigan (following Miticur) since 90, and don't lose bees to mites. When we stopped
experimenting, we did not requeen and alowed those 10 colonies to requeen themsalves and the
problem with using hybrids was well proved. Those F1 and F2 daughters produced nasty workers,
and hence we requeened them with Italian and Carniolan queens to regain some nice gentle bees. If
| were to move to an areawithout ared early nectar flow and particularly in aareawith aLONG
sustained nectar flow and since | use annud requeening as a mgjor factor of swarm prevention, |
would use Buckfast bees and requeen every year which might avoid that continuous brood laying
and high food consumption of the Itdians. | do not think the Buckfast isadesirable bee for a
novice or abeeHAVER, but they arefine for athinking, planning person or an established

beeK EEPER.

Now, let me say afew words about ardatively unpopular race of bees, the Caucasan Race
whose origind home was the lower steppes of the Urd Mountains, near the Caspian sea. The
Caucasian bee doesn't redly "wake up and cometo lifé" until much later than al other bees, dmost
June in Maryland, and it seems to attract European Foul Brood aswell as Nosema. It is best known
for the good point of having perhaps the longest tongue (6.8 -7.4 mm.) of any bee, and one very
"dicky", undesirable point of using amassive amount of propolis sealing every dement of acolony
into asedled unit. It isextemdy gentle, but not used much by beekeepers because of its inherited
problems. Perhgpsit largest use is to make up the hybrid, Midnite bee, which isacombination of
Caucasian and Carniolan. Unless you have amgor market for the sale of propolis, not to mention
being comfortable with dirty, sticky fingers, you don't want Caucasian bees.

Having mentioned the Buckfast and the Midnite, | might as well mention the other hybrids
foundinthe U. S. - The Starline, The Double Hybrid, and of course Uncle Joe's, Cousin Bill's,
Aunt Mary's, or YOURS in you don't have a planned requeening program. If you just dlow your
bees to take whatever nature provides for them viayour virgin queen being bred by awhole flock
of boysjus drifting dong the flywaysin your area maybe carrying al kinds of disease germs,
mites, another race and who knows, maybe an Africanized drone from a swarm that escaped from a
tanker cruising up Chesapeake Bay, you are the classic example of abeeHAVER and certainly not
abeekeeper! The Africanized bees were not brought across the Rio Grande in a chauffeur driven
limousine, but rather swarmed across the river from Mexico unnoticed.

All of the commercidly available hybrids have been specidly bred by someone in the hopes
of either bettering some deficiency or lessoning some problem point. A knowledge beekeeper
with some understanding of genetic principles can use the the different characteristics of each race
to make the resulting hybrid "best” for a pecific purpose, and usudly that purpose at the sacrifice
of some of the other characterigtics. It has been said that the Midnite hybrid (Carniolan -
Caucasian) was bred in an attempt to lesson the Carniolan's desire to swarm and lesson the
[JCaucasan's overuse of propolis while maintaining the superb gentleness and camness of both
races. Thiswas accomplished to some extent, but some of the other race good characteristics were
lessoned and some of the bad characteristics were intensified. One has to accept the fact that "what
might be good for George or Bill might be bad for Dick and Harry", so one cannot say " That
hybrid isredly good! " or " That hybrid isredly lousy!" "Good or bad" isan individua choice of



what that person wants and desires of abee! Thereis only one thing for sure about any hybrid and
that is the queen must be bred by a talented queen breeder; because dlowing a hybrid virgin queen
to field breed will dmaost ways result in nasty progeny which makes any beekeegping a chore

rather than pleasant work. The Starline was developed by Dadant Co. Dr. Gladstone Cale as a bee
designed for the migratory beekeeper whose bees were always supposed to bring in large crops of
honey month after month plus have dl the other desirable qualities you can think of and of course
none of the unfavorable traits. No queen was expected to last very long, because svarms were
surely not wanted, so colonies must be requeened each year or even twiceayear. Thishybridisa
product of breeding two different inline progeny of Italians, and it was quite popular 20 years ago
and has logt favor since.

| want to end this report by saying you should NOT select arace or a stock because George
said it was best, or because commercia beekeeper Charlie uses XY Z bee so that must be the best,
or Professond apiculturist John only buys bees from High Jinks Bee Company, so they must have
the best bees, and lastly, don't buy because it is the chegpest (if cars were bought that way, we
would al have the EZride sedan and no one would have a Cadillac or aMercedes). God gave you
amind - useit! What bee characteristics do you want the most? Which bad points do you want to
avoid? You haveread what | have written, particularly for Maryland; and you can read what the
famous gpiculturists say, like: Roger Morse, Keith Delgplane, Steve Taber, Mark Winston and read
the books like Hive and the Honeybee, ABC & XY Z of Bee Keeping, etc, and talk to people who
have known beekeeping skills (not just friendly beekeepersin your club or your neighborhood - |
hope you don't consult your butcher or your computer teacher for advice about having an
gppendectomy). After doing dl these things, make your decison and then ask these same
knowledgeabl e people "Which queen breeder do you use, so | can get some like yours?' Again,
forget what your good buddy in the bee club says - maybe you are debating between getting a
Lincoln and aLexus, and your good buddy drives a beat-up old Rambler because heis quick to tell
you: "It isthe BEST!"

You have al winter to think about this. | strongly suggest that you have your order in to the
supplier of your choice before February so you can get a decent shipment date. | will not give you
any advice regarding queenbreeders for fear of offending some, but | will talk with you about it if
you cal me. GOOD queen breeding isatdent and art thet require alot of ability and hard work to
get good at it. 1 know most of the better onesand | know somethat | would avoid at dl costs. It
might make a differenceif you told your seected supplier that you were following George Imiries
advice, because mogt of the breedersin the country know me and know how much | demand, not
only of them, but the demandsthat | place on the queens, and MY SELF!

| am planning on having agreat 1999 in spite of my dowdown from age and strokes, and |
wish you an even better year!
George Imirie

Master Beekeeper

p.s. - Useonly MARKED queens. The standard, accepted color for 1999 is GREEN.



