
A Sweet Solution
Chefs restore honeybee colonies in the U.S.

By Maggie Hennessy

S itting down to a meal, it is easy to acknowledge the work of the chef or cook who 
prepared it, or the farmer who raised the ingredients. Much less obvious, though, 
are the efforts of the tiny, fuzzy honeybee in getting that food to your plate. 

One in three mouthfuls of food in the American diet is, in some way, a product 
of honeybee pollination—be it fruit, nuts or kidney beans. By simply foraging for 
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sustenance in your backyard garden, 
these little creatures perform the 
essential transfer of pollen that allows 
plants to reproduce. 

“Cucumbers, melons, blueberries, 
avocados—the list is too long for 
me to name off all the crops bees are 
responsible for,” says beekeeper James 
Wessman, CEC, owner of Bottom Stung 
Beekeepers, Orlando, Florida. “Without 
pollination, there’s no way to maximize 
crop production.”

That food supply has been at risk for 
several years, as both wild populations 
and managed honeybee colonies 
remain in decline. Last year, about 8 
percent of honeybees disappeared, 
an improvement over the 44-percent 

colony collapse reported between 2015 
and 2016. Experts attribute these losses 
to multiple compounding factors. 

“Colony collapse disorder is a generic 
term for several things, but I think most 
of it can be traced to bad beekeeping,” 
says Matt Sanchez, chef and apiary 
manager at Sawgrass Marriott Golf 
Resort & Spa, Ponte Vedra Beach, 
Florida. “Bees can starve if there isn’t 
enough to forage, for example, in 
places with a lot of grass—which is 
wind pollinated—or mono-cropping, 
which is unfortunately the way of 
industrialized agriculture. And we’ve 
lost many due to parasites like the 
varroa mite, one of the biggest threats 
to honeybee health.” 

top from left:  
1. Beekeepers inspect 
chef/beekeeper John 
Bogacki’s hives at 
Westwood Country 
Club. At the start of the 
season between March 
and June, he checks 
on the hives every 10 
to 14 days. Working all 
10 hives requires a few 
hours, he says. 
2. Elizabeth Wessman, 
CDC, apprentice 
beekeeper and co-
owner of Bottom Stung 
Beekeepers, with a frame 
of bees.
opposite right: 
Elizabeth Wessman 
holds roughly 300 bees 
in her hand.
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Beekeeping Basics
James Wessman, CEC, estimates 
the initial investment in proper 
beekeeping is about $1,500. 
Below are his recommendations 
on tools and materials:

 � Bees should be purchased 
from an established apiary

 � A vented bee suit and boots 
are needed to handle the bees

 � Woodenware to build a stand

 � A hive tool (small crowbar) to 
open the hive

 � Extractor for harvesting honey

 � A smoker, which masks the 
pheromones bees release to 
signal danger when they sting

Click here to download 
Chef Wessman's 
presentation "Culinary 
Beekeeping for the 
Executive Chef."

is essential both for 
education and to establish 
a support system.

“You get a lot of 
camaraderie with fellow 
beekeepers, share 
experiences and feed 
off each other,” says 
John Bogacki, CEC, 
CCE, AAC, executive 
chef of Westwood Country Club in 
St. Louis, who started beekeeping as a 
hobby about six years ago and now has 
10 hives.

He recently harvested honey from his 
hives and stores the honey in four-gallon 
buckets. Bogacki plans to use the honey 
for a honey sabayon gratin with fresh 
cherries and honey shortbread at his club.

Patchwork state 
certifications
Wessman and Sanchez are certified 
beekeepers through the University 
of Florida Extension’s five-year 
Master Beekeeper program. There 
are similar programs designed to 
increase the knowledge and skill level 

Getting Started
It’s not surprising that chefs are taking 
up the torch to rebuild the honeybee 
population as more develop an interest 
in food reaching further up the supply 
chain. Sanchez got into beekeeping 
following an unsuccessful effort to grow 
tomatoes in the resort garden around 
eight years ago. 

“I couldn’t get my tomatoes to set 
fruit, so being in a hot place like 
Florida I started looking at it from the 
perspective of the flowers needing to be 
pollinated,” he says. “You can’t pollinate 
flowers without pollinators, so I bought 
a box of bees.”

He stresses that there’s a big distinction 
between being a “bee-haver” and a 
beekeeper—the latter requiring a lot 
of research and care. He recommends 
potential beekeepers start by reading 
classics such as ABC and XYZ of Bee 
Culture (41st Ed.) and the American 
Bee Journal. 

Like farming, beekeeping is heavily 
regional, because bees forage within a 
three-mile radius of the hive. Joining a 
local beekeepers’ association right away 
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http://www.marriott.com/hotels/travel/jaxsw-sawgrass-marriott-golf-resort-and-spa/?scid=bb1a189a-fec3-4d19-a255-54ba596febe2
http://www.marriott.com/hotels/travel/jaxsw-sawgrass-marriott-golf-resort-and-spa/?scid=bb1a189a-fec3-4d19-a255-54ba596febe2
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Varroa_destructor
http://www.acfchefs.org/ACF/Resources/Trends_and_Techniques/ACF/Resources/Trends/
http://americanbeejournal.com/
http://americanbeejournal.com/
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of participating beekeepers at such 
schools as Cornell University’s College 
of Agriculture and Life Sciences, 
University of Missouri Extension, 
University of Georgia and Texas A&M 
University AgriLife Extension.

Nevertheless, beekeeping licenses and 
registration requirements vary widely 
by state. There aren’t any requirements 
in Bogacki’s home state of Missouri, or 
his home county of St. Louis County, 
but it’s best to check with your local 
government, he says. 

Florida requires beekeepers to register 
and pay a fee based on the number 
of hives per acre (one to five, $10 per 
year; six to 10, $20 per year, etc.). Once 
registered, a state bee inspector will 
inspect the hive to ensure no American 
foulbrood exists (a deadly, widespread 
bee brood disease). They typically 
return every few  years to check in.

“They’re an excellent resource,” 
Sanchez says. “They’ll guide you and 
give pointers to know a little more 
about what you may need. And they’ll 
come out for free to help you if you 
have problems.”

Honey Chocolate Chia Pudding 
with Oh Honey! Pecans
Recipe courtesy of the National 
Honey Board
Yield: 3 to 4 servings (depending on dish size)

Ingredients
12 oz 2% milk (plain dairy milk 

alternatives can be used)
1/3 cup chia seeds
1 oz unsweetened cocoa powder, sifted
3 T honey
1/4 t sea salt
1/2 t chocolate extract
1 cup Oh Honey! Pecans (recipe follows)

Method
1. Combine milk, chia seeds, cocoa powder, 

honey, sea salt and chocolate extract in 
mixing bowl; whisk vigorously to combine.

2. Portion into serving cups. Cover and 
chill in refrigerator for 30 minutes. After 
30 minutes, stir each with a spoon to 
disperse chia seeds.

3. Cover and return to refrigerator; allow to 
set overnight (mixture will achieve a thin, 
pudding-like consistency).

4. Serve chilled, topped with  
Oh Honey! Pecans.

Oh Honey! Pecans
Yield: 1 cup

Ingredients
2.5 oz honey, warmed
3.5 oz pecans
1 1/2 t caster sugar

Method
1. Preheat oven to 350° F.
2. In medium bowl, stir together warmed honey 

and pecans, tossing to coat completely.
3. Spread in single layer on shallow baking 

pan lined with parchment paper or 
Silpat. Sprinkle with caster sugar.

4. Bake for 12 minutes; stir, and bake an 
additional 5 minutes.

5. While still warm, transfer to clean sheet 
of parchment paper or foil and quickly 
separate pecans with fork or knife.

6. Cool completely and remove nuts. Use 
immediately, or store layered between 
wax paper in an airtight container at 
room temperature for up to 5 days.

The life of a 
honeybee
Most beekeepers start out with a 
single nucleus colony, or “nuc,” which 
refers to a five-frame deep box and 
a small colony composed of 5,000 
bees and a single queen. The nuc is 
transferred into a full-body hive, or 
10-frame deep box, to multiply and 
grow, then a second 10-frame deep 
box, called the brood chamber, is 
added. On reaching maturation, the 
two hives will have anywhere from 
60,000 to 80,000 bees inside.

Bees are vegetarians, obtaining 
their protein from pollen and their 
carbohydrates from nectar, meaning 
their lives are inextricably tied to 
flowering trees and plants. “Honeybees 
have evolved together with flowers,” 
Sanchez says. “They even see ultraviolet 
light, so flowers display nectar guides 
almost like arrows indicating where 
they should land.”

A honeybee colony comprises 
mainly female worker bees, a single 
reproductive female queen and a few 
hundred male drones, whose purpose 

C
o

u
rt

e
sy

 o
f t

h
e

 N
a

tio
n

a
l H

o
n

ey
 B

o
a

rd

nutritionist

NExt 
issuE

is to mate with the queen. The queen 
is responsible for every single egg 
in the colony, even though she flies 
and mates just once in her lifetime. 
In spring, she lays around 1,500 eggs 
per day when the colony is at its most 
prolific. When the flowers and pollen 
dry up in the fall, the drones are driven 
out of the colony.

The worker bees’ job is maintaining 
the colony—from collecting food to 
cleaning the hive, removing the dead, 
guarding the colony and regulating the 
temperature—which is always 93°F , 
regardless of the season. These duties 
change as bees grow. Early in life, they 
clean out the honeycomb and feed their 
fellow bees. It is only in their last week 
of life that they venture out to forage.

Once they return from foraging, they 
hand off the nectar and pollen to a 
younger worker to deposit in hexagonal 
wax cells. The bees add enzymes to the 
nectar, and then fan the mixture with 
their wings to evaporate the water until 
it reaches about 17 percent moisture, 
leaving behind thick, sweet honey. They 
seal the frames with wax, and come 
winter, the clustering bees will use 
the food stores they have saved up to 
generate heat.

Nectar flow varies by region, coming 
on strong with the springtime blooms 

opposite: Honey Chocolate 
Chia Pudding with Oh 
Honey! Pecans
above: Raw honeycomb 
and pecans.

Maggie Hennessy is a Chicago-based 
food/drink writer and chef with a 
background in business writing and 
more than eight years' experience as a 
journalist and editor covering the food/
restaurant industries. Visit her website at 
www.maggiehennessy.com.

in April and May. The strength of the 
nectar flow and how much honey 
the bees store determines when a 
beekeeper harvests. On average, one 
hive yields 100 to 150 pounds of honey 
per harvest. For perspective, Wessman 
says the life’s work of 12 bees equals 
about a teaspoon of honey.

Harvesting may be disruptive to the 
complex little society inside the hive, 
but it actually helps maintain it. If a 
hive becomes too full of honey, the 
bees will decide as a group to either 
divide or swarm, a process through 
which about half the worker bees 
abandon the hive with the old queen 
to form a new colony.

Indeed, like much of beekeeping, honey 
extraction illuminates one of many ways 
honeybees and humans need each other 
to survive.

“Beekeeping really tunes you to 
environment and food,” Sanchez 
says. “There’s beauty in what the bees 
represent. They need us as much as we 
need them.”

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/American_foulbrood
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/American_foulbrood
http://www.maggiehennessy.com

