
  

Spring is in the air and all around as more flowers, trees, and plants leave their 
dormant stage and begin to bloom.  I really love this time of year and relish the 
anticipation of populous honey bee colonies, new comb-building, and the sweet 
fresh nectar neatly stored in all areas of the hive.  It is a life-renewing kind of an-
ticipation and I wonder if the bees feel some sense of anticipation too?  Of course 
Iôd like to think so but perhaps they are automatons, just simply responding to 
stimuli.  I like my version better. 

Spring is one of the two most important colony management times.  Polish up on 
your spring management skills at the April 11th meeting! This monthôs meeting 
will focus on the important aspects of spring management, particularly swarming 
and increasing your number of colonies.  If this is your first spring with an over-
wintered colony, be sure to hear Woody Medinaôs talk on how to keep them from 
swarming and thereby save the majority of your honey crop.  If you lost a colony 
this year (hah! - like we didnôt all lose some), then you should hear Master Bee-
keeper Barry Thompsonôs instructions and advice for splitting your surviving col-
ony/ies. 

The MCBA short course enrolled 81 students this year and with 65-70 in atten-
dance each night of the class.  A number of members gave the lectures, including 
Barry Thompson, Woody Medina, Jim Fraser, Toni Burnham, Bill Troup, Nancy 
Troup, and Gregg Gochnour.  I had little to do except act as timekeeper and nib-
ble on the snacks. The facility at Holiday Park Senior Center was terrific and held 
the large class and tables of displays with ease.  On the final night of the short 
course, the students and instructors were treated with the surprise appearance of 
Danny Weaver from B. Weaver Apiaries of Navasota Texas.  Danny talked about 
how they run 8000 colonies for queen-rearing and honey production in Texas.  
To put that into perspective, there are about 9000 bee colonies in all of Mary-
land.  For those that might not know, Danny is one of the movers and shakers in 
the bee business, being a driving force behind the sequencing of the honey bee 
genome, working with Congress to get funding for bee research, keeping Belts-
ville Bee Lab from closing, and more.  I wonder how many bee clubs can say that 
they had Danny Weaver teach at their short course?  Lady Luck was with us that 
night!. 

On the news front, Jim Fraser has offered to host a spring field day at his apiary 
in Damascus on the property of Rock Hill Orchards.  Dates and times have yet to 
be confirmed with the orchard, but I expect it to be a Saturday in late May or 
early June. Weôll announce the details on our Yahoo group email list as soon as 
they are finalized. Stay tuned!                      

Presidentôs Notes  by David Bernard 
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 U P C O M I N G  E V E N T S    M A R K  Y O U R  C A L E N D A R   

WEDNESDAY APRIL 11TH  MCBA MONTHLY MEETING:  7:30 PM BROOKSIDE NATURE CENTER 
SPRING HOT TOPICS:  SWARM MANAGEMENT AND SPLITS 

 
 
 

Join us for the monthly MCBA meeting.  Woody Medina, who writes our Newbees: First Year articles each month 

will talk about swarm management and then following the break Master Beekeeper Barry Thompson will talk in 

detail about  making splits.  Timely topics for novice and experienced beekeepers alike!  

Last month we heard about the CCD Working Group; a group 
made up of researchers, apiculture extension specialists and 

government officials from different institutions across the country that have come together to research Colony 
Crash Disorder.  We learned from the CCD Working 
Group about the signs of CCD in collapsed colonies 
and how to recognize the symptoms of CCD in 
collapsing colonies.  The CCD Working group has 
since published a tentative list of recommendations for 
managing colonies showing symptoms of CCD (right), 

as well as this partial list of current research priorities  
under investigation:    GMO crops, specifically Bt Corn 
have not been ruled out, but CCD symptoms do not fit 

what would be expected in Bt affected organisms.   

There is no evidence to date that CCD affects human 
consumable honey.  The impact of  appears to be 

limited to adult bees.   

Beekeepers are encouraged to provide information 
through an online survey at www.beesurvey.com and 
the CCD page of the  MAAREC website:  
www.maarec.org has a list of foundations should you 
wish to make a financial donation.  The House 
Agriculture Committee held a public hearing to review Colony Collapse Disorder in honey bee colonies across 
the United States on March 29, 2007.  Statements  made before the Committee can be read online at  http://

agriculture.house.gov/hearings/statements.html   

Colony Crash Disorder Update 

Tentative recommendations provided by the CCD 

Working Group for treating colonies showing 

symptoms of  CCD 

1. Do not combine colonies showing signs of CCD with 
strong colonies because the causes of CCD is yet 
unknown and combining affected colonies could put 

healthy colonies at risk. 

2. Store equipment from collapsed colonies away from bee 
access within 2 weeks of collapse.  The CCD Workgroup 
is working on a sterilization technique for infected 
equipment.  Wear a protective face mask to prevent the 
inhalation of any mold spores that may grow on infected 
comb.  Keep equipment in storage with necessary wax 

moth and small hive beetle precautions. 

3. Add Fumagillan to sugar syrup for spring feeding.  At 
his time the CCD working group does not believe that 
Nosema disease is the underlying cause of CCD, 
however treating for Nosema helps to reduce colony 
stress which can reduce the beesõ tolerance to other 

disease agents. 

4. If you are experiencing colony collapse with a 
secondary infection such as European Foulbrood, treat 
the colonies with Terramycin and not Tylan, as Tylan has 

not been tested as an EFB control agent. 

5. If colonies showing signs of CCD have high levels of 
Varroa mites, treat them using soft chemicals such as 
Apiguard, Apilive VAR or MiteAway II.  Colonies 
experiencing CCD have been shown to have kidney 
(malpighian tubule) problems similar to those seen in 
colonies treated with Oxalic Acid, Fluvalinate, 

Coumaphos and Amitraz. 

1. Chemical residue/contamination in the wax, 

food stores and bees. 

2. Known and unknown pathogens in the bees 

and brood. 

3. Parasite load in the bees and brood. 

4. Nutritional fitness of the adult bees. 

5.  Level of stress in adult bees as indicated by 

stress induced proteins. 

6.  Lack of genetic diversity and lineage of bees. 

          Eastern Apicultural Society  EAS 2007, University of Delaware  
 Newark, Delaware, August 6 -10 2007 

The Eastern Apicultural Society of North America was established in 1955 with the purpose of 
promoting honey bee culture, the education of beekeepers, and excellence in bee research. Every 
summer, EAS conducts its annual conference in one of its 22 member States/ Provinces. About 500 
people, from around the world, attend this conference every year.  See EAS website  

www.easternapiculture.org for more information on membership and registration. 
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Blue skies, balmy temperatures, the trees are greening 
up and pollen and nectar are coming in.  Spring is 
blossoming!  In our healthy colonies, the bee 
population should be blossoming as well.  New adult 
bees emerging now are the field 
force that will work the nectar 
flow of black locust and tulip 
poplar blooms.  It is up to the 
beekeeper to determine if that 
field force will be working the 
nectar flow to store a surplus of 
honey or to build up a colony 

after a swarm. 

Good bee management is all 
about anticipating the beesõ 
needs.  With thought and 
preparation, bees do not require 
daily attention.  Make sure that 
your queens have room to lay 
and the foragers have room to store their treasures.  
Keep on top of rotating boxes and make sure colonies 
are properly ventilated.  Many colonies may still 
require supplementary feeding of sugar syrup to 
support the expanding broodnest and the general 

energy needs of the hive bees.  Feed hungry colonies 
as long as they continue to take syrup.  As long as you 
see your bees provided with ample food, ample space 
for food storage and nest expansion and ample 
ventilation, your healthy bees will thrive and you will 
be able to enjoy spring along with them.  Having  a 
bit of extra equipment on hand is also a good idea 

this time of year as well, just in case 
you should you need to shift from 
preparing for the nectar flow to 

preparing for swarm management.   

The last of the winter clean-up chores 
should be finished by now so the 
bees go into spring with clean bottom 
boards and sound equipment.  Keep 
your eye on the mite counts, and 
make sure you have not forgotten to 
remove whatever remains from your 
treatments last fall.  Keeping records 
will make your management easier 
year after year.  Even with just a 
couple of hives, it is easy to forget 

dates and jotted reminders may help prevent you 
from breeding some treatment resistant Varroa mite 
populations.  Donõt forget to pull your supers out with 
enough time to air if you have them stored with PDB to 

deter the wax moths. 

HIVEWORKS  April in the bee yard. 

By MaryEllen Kirkpatrick 

 

Two bills concerning bees were introduced in the Maryland State Legislature this year.  House Bill (HB) 957 
would require the state Department of Education to develop materials to train people to deal with anaphylactic 
shock caused by insect sting and food allergies.  HB1292 would eliminate the statutory length of time a hive in-
spection remains valid and leave it up to the Department of Agriculture. 

Karen Montgomery, Delegate from the eastern side of Montgomery County, introduced HB957.  I sent an email 
(as an individual, not as a representative of any organization) to her and her cosponsors suggesting that they add 
an amendment requiring information about avoiding insect stings and distinguishing honeybees from other sting-
ing insects.  Delegate Montgomery called and told me that if there were any controversy it likely would not pass, 
so I agreed not to advocate any changes, and will meet with her and other delegates after this session is over to 
talk over what legislation would be helpful for bees and beekeepers. 

The Md. Dept. of Agriculture introduced HB1292 at Jerry Fischer's request.  Jerry explained to me that commer-
cial beekeepers move hives in and out of Maryland with a quick turnaround, coming back from one state with 
commitments to be in another state in a couple of days, which doesn't give Jerry and his inspectors enough time 
to reinspect them.  So he would like the inspections to last a year instead of expiring in 60 days as specified now in 
the statute.  This would allow the hives into and out of the state without being reinspected. 

To become law a bill must pass both the House of Delegates and the Senate by the time the session ends on April 
9, then be signed by the governor. 

Marc Hoffman 

 

BEYOND OUR OWN BEE-YARDS.  MARYLAND STATE LEGISLATIVE NOTES 
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SWARM MANAGEMENT ï PART TWO OF TWO 

In last monthôs article, I focused on the things we can do to minimize the beeôs urge to swarm.  By practicing ñurge 
preventionò, we aim to prevent the bees from starting swarm preparations.  This phase includes reversing, expanding the 
brood nest, providing ample storage space for nectar, and requeening annually to ensure a young vibrant queen.  
Unfortunately, despite our best efforts we are unable to completely halt the urge to swarm from developing.  This is 
because swarming is a natural behavior of the bees necessary to propagate their species.  One unfortunate day, we will find 
our bees have started preparations for swarming regardless of the effort we invested to prevent it.  At that point in time, 
our management technique needs to change to match this change in the beeôs behavior.  We leave the ñurge preventionò 
phase of our swarm management plan and enter the ñswarm controlò phase.   

HOW BEES PREPARE FOR SWARMING 

During the normal life of the hive, the bees construct 
special cells called queen cups.  These queen cups are 
bigger than normal cells, and the opening of the cell is 
facing downward.  Under normal conditions, there may be 
several of these queen cups present in the hive.  The 
presence of queen cups does not signal anything special in 
the hive.  They are used just in case the hive needs to 
begin preparing for a new queen.  For a beekeeper, the 
presence of queen cups is not significant until the queen 
lays an egg in the cell.  When an egg is present in the cup, 
the hive is in the process of raising a new queen.  As the 
egg hatches and becomes a larva, the bees start drawing the 
cell out to make room for the developing queen.  This 
elongated cell is called a ñqueen cellò. 

As the population of the hive increases in early spring, the 
queen begins to run out of available empty cells that she 
can use to deposit eggs.  Also related to this expansion is 
that the queen pheromone may not reach the entire 
population of the hive.  These issues (and others) are 
factors that cause the bees to swarm.  Preparation for 
swarm starts 10 days or more before the actual swarm 
occurs.  The first visible sign of swarming that is evident to 
the beekeeper is the presence of eggs or larva in the several 
queen cups.  The queen cups that are used for swarming 
are normally located at the bottom of the frames, but 
could be found anywhere on the frames.  Developing 
queen larva are fed lavish amounts of royal jelly until the 
cell is capped on the 10th day after the egg was laid.   

Once the egg is in the queen cell, there is a change in the 
beeôs behavior.  First, the queen begins to lose weight in 
order to become light enough to fly.  To accomplish this 
weight loss, the queen needs to reduce the weight of her 
abdomen (the heaviest part of her body).  This loss of weight in the abdomen causes the queen to reduce the number of 
eggs that she can lay.  This causes a dramatic reduction in new brood that is present in the hive.  The bees that emerge first 

YEAR ONEðNEWBEES 
April 2007  SWARM MANAGEMENTðPart Two 
 

By Woody Medina 

WHAT TO LOOK FOR 

 How do you know when is the proper time to move from 
ñurge preventionò to ñswarm controlò?  Here are a few signs: 

 Presence of queen cups with something in them.  Do any 
of the queen cups have eggs in them?  Do any have larva?  If 
you answered ñyesò to any of these, then you need to move to 
the ñswarm controlò phase.  (NOTE:  If the queen cells are 
capped, the swarm may have already left) 

 Bees are lazily waiting near the entrance to the hive.  These 
may be young nurse bees that do not have a task to perform.  
However, these bees may also just be trying to keep the hive 
from overheating.  As a result, finding bees at the hive 
entrance is only a hint that the bees will swarm. 

 Increase of drone brood.  Researchers have identified that 
bees will raise more drones than normal when they are about 
to swarm.  However, an increase in drone production by 
itself is not uncommon.  As a result, finding an increase in 
drone brood is only a hint that the bees will swarm. 

 Decrease in queenôs egg laying.  Has the queenôs 
production rate drastically declined?  If so, this may be a sign 
that the bees are making preparations.  However, the queenôs 
production may have dropped for other reasons (including a 
damaged queen).  As a result, finding that the rate of the 
queenôs production has declined is only a hint that the bees 
will swarm. 

 Presence of CAPPED queen cells.  If you find capped 
queen cells located in the bottom of the frames, there is a 
strong likelihood that your bees will swarm IF THEY 
HAVENôT ALREADY.  You may be too late at this point. 
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are from the eggs that were laid before the swarm preparations began, when the queen was laying eggs at a blinding speed.  
Under normal conditions, these newly emerged bees would nurse the brood that has not yet been capped over.  However, 
because the queen has reduced her egg laying capacity, most of the newly emerged bees are left without a job to do.  These 
unoccupied bees hang out in the hive wherever space may be available.  Sometimes, a large number may be found at the 
entrance of the hive.   

After the first queen cell is capped on the first day with favorable weather, usually before the new queen emerges, the old 
queen and 50% to 60% of the bees in the hive will leave looking for a new home.   Just before they leave, the bees will 
engorge themselves with honey in anticipation of the swarm.  Although bees of any age can join the swarm, the majority of 
the swarm is made of younger bees between 4 and 23 days old.   

SWARM CONTROL 

The first thing we should learn about swarm control is how to recognize the clues that the hive is preparing to swarm.  
From our discussion above, you can see that the first visible sign we have is the presence of eggs and/or larva in the queen 
cups.  The presence of queen cups by itself is no cause for alarm.  However, if the queen cups have eggs or larva in them, 
then we know the hive will swarm unless we do something.  See the sidebar ñWhat to look forò for additional clues that 
your bees may swarm.  Although there is still a chance the bees wonôt swarm even if eggs or larva are in the queen cups, you 
need to assume they will.  Once you have identified that your bees are about to swarm, you need to take action.  To put it 
bluntly: if you find eggs or larva in the queen cups, you need to move to swarm control. 

The goal of swarm control is to satisfy the bees urge to swarm.  Most techniques used in swarm control satisfy this urge by 
tricking the bees into thinking they have already swarmed.  These techniques separate the queen and older bees from the 
young bees and brood.  I would suspect that this is done because we know that the majority of the bees that leave in the 
swarm are young bees between 4 and 23 days old.  Without these younger bees, my guess is that the swarm wonôt leave. 

It is important to notice that whatever method of swarm control you pick, you will be required to go through the hive to 
remove every single queen cell (or queen cup with egg or larva in it) that you find.  If you miss even a single queen cell, the 
bees will swarm.  Be diligent when looking for queen cells.  The bees can be crafty in where they put the cells or may hide 
the cells by clustering over them.  It is not enough to tip the boxes and look in between.  When I am searching for queen 
cells using a swarm control method, I first shake all the bees (or most of the bees) off the frame I am looking at.  This 
allows me to see the entire frame without having bees hiding any queen cells.  I shake them at the front of the hive because 
they are slower in repopulating the hive, which gives me more time to look at other frames. 

Be careful when you remove the cells.  You do not want to remove cells that are already capped unless you are 100% sure 
that the swarm has not left yet (having a marked queen comes in handy here).  If the cells are capped, then the swarm may 
have already left the hive.  If you removed capped queen cells, you might be leaving your hive queenless. 

This article lists only one method for swarm control, but there are many other methods including making splits and the 
DeMaree method as outlined in The Beekeepers Handbook by Sammataro and Avitable (page 107).  Although the basic 
idea is the same in the various techniques (separate the queen and older bees from the young bees and brood), they differ 
in how they accomplish the goal.   

       SHOOK SWARM METHOD 

STEP 1: Take off all brood boxes off the bottom 
board and put aside for a moment 

STEP 2: On the empty bottom board, place the 
new hive bodies containing FOUNDATION.  It 
is important that this hive body contain 
FOUNDATION instead of drawn comb because 
we want to slow down the rate at which the 
queen is laying.  By adding foundation, the 
queen will have to wait for the bees to draw 
comb before she can resume laying eggs.   

NEWBEESï Swarm Management.         continued 

EQUIPMENT YOU WILL NEED 
  

One empty deep hive body or 2 empty medium hive bodies for 
the new brood nest. 

The frames in the new brood hive bodies will need to be 
foundation, not drawn comb. 

 At least one and preferably two or three supers of drawn comb.  
These can be the supers that are already on the hive. 

 An empty brood box (containing no frames) 

 A queen excluder. 
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STEP 3: Put a queen excluder over the new hive bodies. 

STEP 4: Put an empty hive body over the queen excluder.   

STEP 5: One by one, take every frame from the original brood boxes set aside in step 1 and shake the bees on the ground 
in front of the hive.  They will walk back into the hive.  (You may need a spare piece of plywood as a ramp to help them get 
into the hive if your hives are elevated) 

STEP 6: Check each frame for uncapped queen cells and destroy them.  Take care not to damage capped queen cells.  Pres-
ence of capped queen cells could indicate the colony has already swarmed.  If you cannot find the original queen   If the 
hive has already swarmed, leave the queen cells alone. 

STEP 7: As you finish each frame, put it in the empty brood 
chamber you added in Step 4. 

STEP 8: When you finish the first original brood chamber, place 
the now empty chamber on top of the hive.  Repeat steps 6 
through 8 for each brood chamber until you have gone through 
all the brood chambers from the original hive. 

STEP 9: If you had any honey supers from the original hive, you 
can add them on top of the new hive (over the frames containing 
the brood).  It is unlikely the queen is in the honey supers, but 
check them nevertheless 

STEP 10: Close up the hive and let it sit for an hour or two to give the young bees time to return to the brood. 

STEP 11: Once the young nurse bees have returned to the hive bodies containing the brood, take all the hive bodies that 
are above the queen excluder and set them aside.  (This includes the hive bodies containing the brood and the honey su-
pers from step 9) 

STEP 12: Put the honey supers above the queen excluder.  I recommend at least 2 supers above the queen excluder.   

STEP 13: Put the ñoldò brood chambers above the honey supers.   

STEP 14: Close up the hive and return in 7 to 10 days.  Check the upper brood nest area to ensure the bees havenôt 
started rearing new emergency queen cells.  If they have, cut them out. 

Since all the brood is at the top of the hive, all the young nurse bees will be hanging out at the top of the hive tending to 
the brood.  As the older forager bees go out to collect nectar and pollen, they will return to the entrance at the low end of 
the hive.  The end result of this is that we have the queen and the older bees located at the lower portion of the hive and 
the young bees and the brood at the top of the hive.  Thus, we have succeeded in separating the queen and the older bees 
from the younger bees and brood.   

One of the major benefits of this method is that it does not require that we locate the queen, which can be extremely diffi-
cult in populous hives.  In addition, we are automatically practicing ñurge preventionò because we have completely re-
moved the congestion in the brood nest ï we have slowed the queen down and provided fresh new space for the queen to 
continue laying eggs.  Another benefit of this approach is that we get the bees to draw out new comb for us, which can be 
used to replace some older, worn out frames. 

IN CLOSING 

It is important to recognize that isolating the young bees from the queen will not be enough to solve the swarm issue.  If 
the swarming urge was initiated due to lack of space to store nectar, and that is not addressed, the bees will swarm regard-
less of whether or not we isolated the queen from the young bees.  I want to take this opportunity to congratulate all the 
beekeepers that now have a full year under their belt.  You have been through a lot.  Hopefully the advice I have given here 
has been useful and you have nothing but buster colonies.  From this point forward, managing your hives is (more or less) 
a repeat of last year.  For that reason, I bid you a fond farewell.  My next article will be geared towards the brand new bee-
keepers that are currently taking the short course.  However, I encourage you to keep checking this space.  
With the experience you have gained through your own personal observations over this past year you will 
undoubtedly understand the more subtle aspects of the beekeeping practices that I address in this column.   

NEWBEES:  Swarm Managementï part II        continued 

From bottom to top, the hive should now consist of:  
 

the bottom board 
a hive body of FOUNDATION containing 
the queen and the older forage bees 
the queen excluder 
the honey super(s) 
the original hive bodies containing the old 
brood and the younger nurse bees 
the inner cover 
the outer cover  
your lucky brick to hold the outer cover 



MC         A        Notices and Marketplace 

MCBA Membership Directory   

The Member Directory is available to be picked up at monthly MCBA meetings.  The majority of members requested that 
the directory not be distributed electronically nor posted on the MCBA website, so this request will be honored.  If a 
member would like to make a mailing that is of interest to the membership of the MCBA (such as members who sell nucs 
and queens), they may request mailing labels for members who have chosen to be included in the directory.  If a member 
does not wish to receive these mailings, please email Mary Fendrick at mary@fendrick.com with that request. 

MCBA Bulletin Board and Website   

Are you on the MCBA email list?  Our associationôs bulletin board is a great place to post your bee questions 
and share you experiences  If you are not yet signed up for the list, email Beemoderator@gmail.com to be 
included.  The email list includes announcements of events and opportunities, discussions of the local 
beekeeping situation, and questions and answers about beekeeping from our local beekeepers   Remember to 
visit our website www.montgomerycountybeekeepers.com.  If you have any ideas about the Website, please 
contact Woody Medina at wmedina@pragmatiq.com 

BEEVANGELISTS WANTED! 

The Julia Brown Montessori Schools, private schools in 
Montgomery and Howard Counties are looking for 
volunteers to come enrich their summer program.  They 
will be hosting a Nature Week and they would like  
beekeepers to come to the schools and talk to the children 
about beekeeping.  A portable observation hive would be a 
plus, but lacking that, a show of beekeeping equipment, 
tools and clothing would sure to be a hit.  Nature week 
is the week of July 2 and volunteers are needed for one 
day at each of The Julia Brown Montessori School  
locations in Olney, Silver Spring, Laurel and Columbia.  
The children range in age from pre-kindergarten through 
third grade.  They are flexible about the timing.  For the 
younger children programs could run perhaps 30 minutes 
and the older children could sit for up to an hour.  Please 
contact Melissa Pasta at mpjbms@aol.com  or by phone  

410-730-0992 for further information. 

University of Delaware On-line Beekeeping 
Course Registration Ongoing  

The University of Delawareôs popular course ñApiology and 

Apicultureò aka Bees and Beekeeping is taught by 

entomology professor Dr. Dewey M. Caron is now offered 

on-line through the University of Delawareôs distance 

learning Program, UD Online. This is a college level course 

covering basic bee biology with an emphasis on bee 

colony management.  The course also covers techniques 

for practical bee care, bee culture/stewardship and 

managing honey bees for honey products and/or crop 

pollination services.   There are both for-credit and non-

credit self paced continuing education versions of the 

course available.  For additional information and 

      Bob Browning of Olney is 
getting out of beekeeping and is 
offering his equipment for sale.  
Contact him directly for more 

details.  (301) 774-0305 
BOBNSUZ@COMCAST.NET 

Honeyfield Apiary  

  BILL and NANCY TROUP  

Certified Master Beekeepers.   

We carry a full inventory of 

equipment for all your beekeeping 

needs.  

(301) 223 -9662 

BEESTROUP@RCN.COM 

President David Bernard 

Vice President Jim Fraser 

Secretary Mary Fendrick 

Treasurer Roland Steiner 

Webmaster Woody Medina 

Newsletter    

Editor 

M.E. Kirkpatrick 

Listserve     

Moderator 

Marc Hoffman 

 

MCBA  Officers 

mailto:mary@fendrick.com
http://www.montgomerycountybeekeepers.com/
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mailto:mpjbms@aol.com
mailto:BEESTROUP@RCN.COM
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By MaryEllen Kirkpatrick 

B E E  F O R A G E    H e n b i t ,  D e a d  N e t t l e  a n d  G r o u n d  I v y 

Whatõs in a name?  Sometimes a lot of confusion when referring to common or colloquial names! There are three very 
similar wildflowers in bloom right now, two in the same genus and are good forage for nectar in early spring.  The third 
though similar in appearance to the others is from a different genus and is somewhat less attractive to honey bees.  These 

are Purple dead nettle, henbit and ground ivy.  With all three of these 
plants very common on the east coast, often growing mingled together and 
all considered common turfgrass weeds, they are often confused and the 

Latin binomials go a long way to clarifying their identities. 

Purple deadnettle is Lamium purpureum; a winter annual that seeds in the 
fall, sprouts the following spring, blooms, sets seed and then dies.  Plants 
have the square stems characteristic of the mint family and the leaves when 
crushed have a strong and earthy fragrance.  Leaves are somewhat hairy, 
rounded and triangular with scalloped margins and they grow opposite 
one another on short petioles, or stalks off the stem.  Leaves toward the 
ends of the stems are often purple-ish, especially close to the stem.  Flowers 
are purple, with the petals fused into a tube and they bloom in groups of 3 
or 6 towards the apex of the stems.  This is by far the most attractive of the 
three plants to honey bees.  Bees 
working this flower come away with a 
bright orange pollen stain on the tops 

of their heads.   

Henbit is a close cousin to Purple 
deadnettle.  Henbit is Lamium 
amplexicaule.  It is also a winter annual 
with a square stem.  The lower leaves 

of this plant have petioles, but the upper leaves are sessileð they grow directly out 
from the stems.  The stems themselves lie on the ground with only the tips pointing up, 
and they are often purple-ish in color.  The leaves are green and sparsely hairy on 
the top.  They are circular to heart shaped with very deep rounded teeth that might 
give the appearance of being perhaps bitten by a hen?  The flowers are pink to 
purple, long and tubular and they grow in distinct whorls or circles of leaves around 

the tips of the stems.  Although the stems 
of this plant are prostrate, they will only 
root at the very bottom nodes; this plant 

does not creep.   

Odd plant out of the genus but in the same family is Ground Ivy or 
Glechoma hederacea.  This plant is a perennial with creeping stems that take 
root at the nodes.  Being in the mint family, Glechoma hederacea also has 
square stems and the leaves when crushed have a fresh and slightly minty 
odor.  The leaves grow opposite on long petioles off the stems and are 
round to oval with large rounded teeth.  The flowers which bloom in clusters 
of 3 or so from the stems 
between the leaves are blue-
violet and the petals fuse to form 
a tube.  This plant is a rhizome 
with prostrate stems that root at 
the nodes whenever they touch or 
are covered by soil.  Their stems 
stand erect only at the tips where 
they bloom.  This plant rarely sets 

seed and while it does provide good forage, it is not as attractive to honey 
bees as either of the Lamium species.  All three of these plants are native to 
Europe and the Mediterranean, were introduced in the United States and are 

considered weeds. 

Lamium purpureum 

Glechoma hederacea 

Lamium amplexicaule 

Henbit 

Purple Deadnettle 

Ground Ivy 

All photos by M.E.Kirkpatrick 


