by LARRY CONNOR

Wicwas Press

New Haven, Connecticut

My travel to south Texas came from an invilalion received last June during the
Master Beekeeper's program pul on by Dr. Marion Ellis at the University of Nebraska
ol Lincoln. One of the students and | got info a conversalion and developed 3 friend-
ship over the three-day course. A uear before the beekeeper, Jimmy Spalten of
Pearsall, Texas, had altended Marla Spivak's queen rearing course offered through
Ellis’s Universily program, and in 2006 he relurned for the Master's course where |

had been invited fo lecture.

@ )/ immy Spalten grew up in San
=/ Antonio, and has a degree in mechan-
ical engineering from Texas A & M.

After graduation he worked for a large cor-
poration, first in Boston and then Cleveland.
One day, after enduring six weeks of sun-
less winter in that city on Lake Erie, Spalten
reached his limit. “I had enough!™ he said,
and returned to San Antonio and established
a roofing company that he ran for several
years. Somewhere along the way he got into
bees and he has developed a beekeeping
operation in Pearsall, along with a small
bottling operation.

Pearsall Texas. Downtown.
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Our common interest was Spalten’s
desire to raise queens outside of Pearsall,
an area where the African bees are well
established. Until recently it was illegal for
a beekeeper to keep African bees, but
Spalten helped change that rule. After all,
most of the state is populated with the
invading bees, and if the law were
enforced, many beekeepers would be out-
laws because the AHB keeps invading their
colonies whether they want them or not.

But to raise queens in such an area is a
challenge. Other than Spivak’s class, Spalten
has not raised queens, and to do so in an area

Jimmy Spalten (I), Todd Youngblood (c) and Elbert
Youngblood (r) on the Youngblood loading dock.
The Youngblood’s use totes for honey deliveries
to commercial honey users

of African bees will be an even greater bar-
rier. But Jimmy explained that the area out-
side Pearsall has large areas of brush that are
managed by the landowners who have
fenced-in areas for game hunting, especially
deer and boar, often for friends and wealthy
hunters seeking a trophy animal. Jimmy has
bees on parcels involving thousands of
acres, all fenced in and away from other bee-
keepers, but not African bees.

When I received an invitation to speak
at the Texas Beekeepers Association meet-
ing in Kerrville in November, I had my
excuse to visit Pearsall and spend time
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looking at the local countryside and talking
about queen rearing with Jimmy.

So, after my visit in Missouri in
October, I had a pleasant fall drive to south
Texas down Interstate 35. I had heard 1-35
described as a 75-mph parking lot, and
now I understand the concept. If anyone
complains about I-95 on the east coast,
they should drive Dallas, Austin or San
Antonio during rush hour. One difference:
Texas has more trucks on the road.

Back in 1975 1 met second generation
beekeepers from Pearsall, and had seen
them at meetings over the years. The
Youngbloods had come all the way from
Pearsall to Columbus, Ohio to enroll in a
program for commercial beckeepers I had
arranged through Ohio State University.
Now | was able to visit Pearsall, after all
these years, and visit with son, Elbert, and
grandson, Todd Youngblood. That’s four
generations of beekeepers.

It turned out that the Youngblood family
has been helping Jimmy Spalten in various
ways to help him get started in beekeeping.
There doesn’t seem to be a clear “deal” in
play, but since Jimmy has bottled honey at
the Youngblood’s honey house, the
Youngbloods don’t hesitate to call Jimmy
when they need him to drive a load of
honey totes to Corpus Christi or to some
other city to deliver to customers.

Pearsall is 100 miles north of the south-
ern tip of Texas, and is subtropical. But it is
also dry, with annual rainfall under 10 inch-
es per year. To make things extreme, most
of Texas was in a severe drought year, and
the plants and bees certainly reflected that.
Last month I wrote that in Missouri Jann
Amos had cut back on his colony holdings
because of the same drought, and Jimmy
bluntly said that his bees were in pretty
rough condition. They were.

Driving south I was in a parade of butter-
flies, and when I stopped for coffee, they
were competing over the few flowers at the
restaurant. As I entered Pearsall, I followed
a truckload of cabbages. The area is known

reduce grazing.
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Jimmy Spalten examining catcla growing on
the same ranch as in the photo above. All the
brush have spines or some other defense to
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In the heart of the brush of
Pearsall, on a many-thousand
acre ranch completely fenced in
to manage the population of deer
for trophy shoots. Mesquite, cat-
claw and a wide variety of other
bee forage make these ranches
popular with beekeepers for
quality honey production.

for peanut and vegetable production, all
requiring water for production. There is a
lot of rangeland for cattle and pecan farms,
which are not irrigated.

But the brush country, the areas of
mesquite, catclaw, cactus and many
diverse and spiny plants, is the native state
of the local ecosystem. Before visiting the
area I never understood the advantage of
rich folks buying up brush country and
fencing it in, making it a refuse for game.
Now I get it. Without these hunting and
preservation interests, most of the brush
country would be cleared and turned into
rangeland. Having driven most of the state

along 1-35, I didn’t think I would support

Jimmy Spalten inspecting a colony on a ranch
where he keeps bees. After the long drought, all
the colonies were in sharp decline due to a

an argument for more rangeland in Texas.

Pearsall has wide streets and bustling
shops, box stores, fast food, and empty
storefronts. Jimmy had me meet him for
lunch at the Cactus Bowl, where Todd and
Elbert Youngblood were also dining. The
food was great and the conversation was
eclectic, covering a wide range of subjects,
as well as a certain amount of verbal horse-
play, some of it directed toward Jimmy,
apparently the new guy at the table.

After a great meal, we headed to
Jimmy’s new honey house, a rented facili-
ty that formerly packed fresh herbs for
shipment around the country. There is an
air-conditioned work and office area,
rooms for storage, as well as box storage
units (at least one refrigerated) where
empty honey containers (and lots of other
items) are stored. I got the impression that
Jimmy had been working out of the back
of the truck for a long time, and was glad
to be able to set up his own operation.

Spalten Honey packs honey for itself, as
well as custom packaging for a customer
who uses an expensive Italian glass con-
tainer for honey. Jimmy packs the honey
for the customer and applies the label and
hang tag. It is labor intensive, and he had
an employee there while I visited, but she
is no longer there. He has a modest web-
site: www.spaltenhoney.com he uses to
reach out to new customers with this sin-
gle-honey source marketing scheme.

That is the key part to Spalten’s opera-
tion: he produces and packs guajillo (hua-
jillo) honey. This is a relative of the
mesquite tree, but is smaller; the Latin
name is Acacia berlandieri. The seedpods
provide valuable food for deer and other
animals. This makes an attractive pack and
is popular with the local markets where
Jimmy sells his honey—he is constantly
seeking new shows to display this unique
American honey. (If you want to learn
more about south Texas flora, visit site:
www.southtexasnatives.org/plants/.

We were able to visit some of the areas
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shortage of forage.
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This colony is showing classic
signs of starvation in early
November in south Texas.
Spalten gave the hive a frame of
honey removed from a less for-
tunate colony. All colonies were
in desparate need of feeding.

where Jimmy keeps bees (and hunts), and
I was overwhelmed with diversity of plant
species growing on these ranches. It was
early November and the second year of a
drought, so it was not the best time to see
the plants at their peak. Jimmy has a good
understanding of the different plants in the
area: someone has taught him well.
Looking at Jimmy's colonies, | agree that
they are in sad shape after the drought. He
had lost many colonies and stood to lose
more if he did not get feed onto the
colonies. He “borrowed” honey from some
colonies to keep others alive, but most of
the colonies were in decline. One demon-
strated traditional starvation behavior, while
others still had some honey in reserve.
Spalten is of the opinion that the African
bees stay in a holding pattern better than
European bees, using less honey per bee
than Europeans. It was hard for me to eval-

Honey packs by Spalten Honey. Jimmy hired a
graphic artist to design the labels for his prod-
ucts center and right. The label on the left is a
private label he packs honey for.
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Queen quiet on the comb. In
spite of the drought this colony
was able to collect pollen from
a few late-blooming composite
flowers.

uate that view with all the colonies looking
pretty beat up by the dry weather. There
were several stocks in the apiary, including
some Russian colonies—they seemed to be
holding their own. The few African or
Africanized colonies were not much more
than nucleus-sized, and were not very
defensive. But compared to the European
bees, they provided me with a chance to see
their more nervous behavior, more bees in
the air and dripping off the combs.
Looking at the area were Jimmy wants
to set up a queen rearing operation (an old
oil drilling site), we discussed possible
arrangements for nucleus colonies, cell
builders (under the large mesquite trees),
and how to saturate the area with desirable
drones. The ranch has thousands of acres,
large enough to make a significant impact
on drone populations with adequate effort.
The biggest challenge, as 1 mentioned to

Jimmy Spalten and one of is portable storage
containers where he can store containers, honey,
and general supplies. This has been highly valu-
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Showing apparent African bee

behavior, this colony’s bees
dripped off the frame and went
into the air. It did not have any
more stores than any other
colony, in fact, perhaps less.

Jimmy, was the obvious stress that the
colonies were under with the drought, and
the management of African colonies in the
area. Jimmy seems convinced that he can
find and destroy these colonies, since they
return to the same locations—that may be
the hunter part of him speaking.

For me, there were a few important
ideas to chew on. First, in the United States
we have a growing number of beekeepers
who are keeping bees in areas of African
bees, and comprehensive programs to
work with or somehow avoid African stock
is a challenge that has not had a great deal
of coverage in the American Bee Journal
or Bee Culture. There will be a growing
demand for queens by beekeepers keeping
bees in colonies that are already in African
territory who could use queens produced in
a similar territory, but with an advantage
that a subtropical site has with early spring
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able while he organizes and builds his business.
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