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Life on Two Rivers:

Bee Nation, Bee Cit

By ELLEN COCHRANE
ellen@valcomnews.com

For me it was on the low-
er lip. A honeybee crawled
into my grape soda can and
seemed to think that my
looming teeth and lips were
a threat. Poor bee, poor me. I
had a fat lower lip and an odd
story, but the bee gave up her
life. (Honeybees die soon af-
ter they sting.) Shrugs and
smiles greet me when I ask
beekeepers about their first
stings, but most of us non-
apiarists can remember our

rst pique. Despite stings,
most of us also know the bee
is our friend.

It's been two years since
Sacramento was officially de-
clared a Honeybee Haven by
a City Council resolution.
‘What was once the arena of
the infrequent hobbyist now
has mainstream interest and
hives are popping up all over
back yards in the city. (The
city allows two per lot.)

East Sacramento we
have a new store for bee ed-
ucation, honey and supplies.
The Bee Box is run by long-
time beekeeper Jeff Becker
who holds a family pedigree
of deep bee knowledge and

experience. His grandfather
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started working bees in 1919
and JefFis a fourth generation
beekeeper. The Becker family
currently works 4,000 colo-
nies from Stockton to West
Sacramento, which means
they have about 160,000,000
bees on the job.

On the corner of 48th and

J streets, the Beckers found

their East Sacramento home.
They bought the building
several years ago and now
own and operate the Allstate
business in the building, and
brother Mark Becker runs
the Becker Group financial
planning firm.

“We wanted to bring our
products directly to our cus-
tomers. We've been selling
honey and pollen in large
amounts to middlemen for
years, but we want people to
experience our pure natural
products,” said Becker.

The Becker vision is to
slowly build out the Bee
Box into more square foot-
age at the 48th Street loca-
tion. “This is just an exten-
sion of what we do. We will
be here for years. Starting
next year we'll offer courses
on beekeeping, sell bees and
hives and allg’the necessary
supplies. We're staying put in
East Sacramento.”
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Sacramento City Council Member Jeff Harris, of River Park, examines a honeycomb super rich with honey at Capital Public

Radio.

Becker lived for years next
to McKinley Park, but now
lives in Clarksburg with some
of his bees. He is hands on
and works the honey house
and runs the hive side of the
business. But be prepared to
see one of his hives when you
enter the Bee Box. Becker
set up a demonstration hive
with a viewing panel in the
store. You can see the mas-
ters at work building, feeding
and dancing “T placed it here
for customers to see and I'll
give the honey harvest away
to food banks,” he said.

The honeybee is the pre-
eminent nectar  insect.
Many types of bees gath-
er nectar and produce hon-
ey in small amounts but it's
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the multigenerational Euro-
pean honeybee that pounds
out the honey and keeps our
California crops bountiful.

One person sure to visit the
Bee Box will be Sacramento’s
best bee diplomat, city coun-
cil member Jeff Harris.

Many keepers suit up like
the Michelin tire man, which
was what I was expecting
when I met Harris out at
Capital Public Radio where
he tends four productive
hives, but Harris told me to
come in a white long-sleeved
shirtand slacks. Once on site,
we suited up only in the hats
and veils.

His relaxed, steady move-
ments revealed his skill and
experience. “I've worked
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bees for more than 40
years.” He stoked the smok-
er, pulled out and examined
hive slats and inspected
the health of the colonies,
all the while keeping up a
steady stream of bee infor-
mation and lore.

“Smell the honey but also
look at the beauty of the
ollen. You can see the dif-
erent colors from the dif-
ferent flowers,” he said. I
inspected a rack with pur-
ple, brown and umber hues.
We talked bee reproduc-
tion and challenges and in
one of the racks we saw a
lictle red mite, the Varroa
destructor. These parasit-

See Bee Box, page 11
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Bee Box:

Continued from page 10

ic arachnids glom onto bees
and weaken them. They can
only reproduce in a hon-
eybee colony and it's spec-
ulated that these creatures
along with environmental
pollutants are the possible
cause of the bee apocalypse
known as colony collapse
disorder that threatens our
bee population and by ex-
tension our crops.

Harris is famous in the
River Park neighborhood
for his love of nature, beau-
tiful garden and bees. But he
didnt start out that way. “T

rew up in Los Angeles, but
fknew I was a country boy.
After high school I wrote a
letter to the Soil Associa-
tion (the United Kingdom’s
leading food and farming
charity and organic cerd-
fication body). A local pa-
per printed my letter and a
dairy farmer in East Sussex,
En;rand offered me a job in
the country. I spent the next
year worlu'ng the cows on a
British .

While in England he
watched a local beekeeper
retrieve a swarm and when
Harris came back to the
states he learned beekeep-
ing. “I worked hives in the
fields, but Wol;’k.l:]l_‘l‘% bees is a
very tough job. The was
v% low§h aﬂ:d the 15?7)'6"77
drought was very hard on the
bees and there was no prof-
it. After aubout four years, I
moved on!

I'watched Harris get stun
on the thumb. “I squashe
her by mistake and she re-

acted.” He casually flicked
off the stinger with his
thumbnail and kept work-
ing. “When I started out I
was once stung on both eye-
brows, which caused the eyes
to swell shut for 24 hours,
but now my body doesn’t
swell at all. T almost like the
feeling. And the girls only
sting defensively.”
any of us have growin

concerns about food an
ecology. With all our back-
yard gardens, chickens and
fruit trees, hives seem the
perfect addition. The num-
ber of hives in East Sacra-
mento is unclear but there
are hundreds of backyard
hives throughout the city.
Some municipalities allow
hive hosting. This is for
people who have the space
in their yard, but don't have
the time or knowledge to
tend the bees. Experienced
beekeepers maintain the
hive and share the honey
with the host family. These
healthy hives help support
the overall bee population.

For now, you can learn
about the hobby and see if
it’s for you. You can petition
Harris to allow hive host-
ing in the city. And you can
take classes and get your
supplies from Becﬁer. One
thing both the Jeffs have
contributed and shared is
an educated love for the in-
habitors of these hives, the
honeybee.

The Bee Box, located at 4765 |
St., is openfrom 9asm.to5pm.,
Tuesday-Saturday. For more in-
formation, call 4751828 or vis-
it www.thebeebx.com.
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Photos by Chetsea Bray
(abowve) Shown here is a display of beeswax
products sold at The Bee Bax, a new bee
education, honey and supply store in East
Sacramento.
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