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Beginning Beekeeping Series
Lesson 8: Harvesting Honey
Lesson 8 will cover the characteristics of honey
and how to harvest it from the hive.

not been heated above 117 degrees. We donʼt
recommend heating honey, but it may get hotter
than this in a hot beehive in the desert.)

Characteristics of Honey

Fermentation can also change this flavor.

Here are some important characteristics of honey,
which are useful to know when harvesting and
extracting honey.

Figure 1. The Squeezable Honey Bear
1. Honey is yummy
Honey has a delicious, varied, delicate flavor. The
flavor depends on the nectar bees gather to make
the honey. Honey from dandelion nectar tastes
different from honey produced from linden tree
nectar or lavender nectar. Nectar variations can
result in different color, texture, and crystalization
as well.
Heating honey above about 110 degrees F
changes honey flavor. (The exact temperature is
controversial. In Utah honey is raw when it has

Figure 2. Lavender and dandelion flowers yield
delicious honey.
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2. Honey is viscous
Honey is runny and flows quickly when it is warm,
and moves very slowly when it is cold.

6. Honey lasts
Honey can be stored indefinitely, providing it
stored in a dry, pest-free container. Some
varieties of raw honey may crystalize over time.
Others do not. It depends on the sugars in the
nectar bees collect.

Figure 4. Cut Comb Honey.
Figure 3. A friend of Grandpa Andersen pouring
honey in the 1960s
3. Honey has low moisture content
Honey has less than 18.6% moisture. Ours is
usually closer to 12%. When water the water level
is higher than 18.6%, honey will ferment. In the
beehive, the nectar collected is higher in moisture
than honey. Bees add enzymes from their body to
the nectar, cure it and evaporate water out of it to
make it into honey.
4. Honey is hygroscopic
Honey will absorb moisture from its surroundings.
This can be problematic in humid climates, as
honey may absorb enough moisture from the air
to ferment. In Utah, this is rarely a problem.
Historically, honey has been used on wounds
because of its ability to absorb moisture and its
antimicrobial properties.
5. Honey is acidic
Honey has a pH around 4. (Range 3.4 to 6.1,
according to Wikipedia). PH 4 means that it is
about 1,000 times more acidic than plain, neutral
water.

Harvesting Honey
Harvesting honey is the process of removing
honey frames from the beehive for extraction.
There are two management styles for harvesting
honey. One is to harvest multiple times in the
beekeeping season, extract honey, and put
supers and frames back on the hive for a refill.
This works if you have a limited number of supers
or if you have honey customers who want honey
all summer (like us). The other method is to
continue adding supers to the hive and then
harvest all honey at once in the fall. Both can
work well.
1. How much honey should I take?
In Utah, bees need about 2 full, deep boxes to
make it through the winter. Beekeepers can
harvest surplus honey in the honey supers. The
fall 2-story, compressed colony should weigh
about 100 pounds. See Lesson 6 on wintering
honeybees for more information. Save a few
frames of honey in a deep freezer in case you
need to feed bees.
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If you extract throughout the season, you will need
to guess how much honey bees will produce so as
not to remove too much of it from beesʼ winter
food storage. This takes weather prediction-skills,
a little experience, and some guesswork.

the bees. Grasp the frame with both hands on the
side bars, just below the ears. Then quickly move
it downward a few inches and stop abruptly. The
bees will fall off.
You could also use a bee brush, which we think
makes bees mad. Some beekeepers also use
chemical repellents like “Bee Go,” where you
place a pad of stinky chemical under the lid of the
hive, and the chemical drives the bees out. You
could also use a bee escape, which is a one-way
door placed between the super and brood
chamber. A bee blower can blow bees right off of
the frame. (You can substitute a leaf blower, or
Shop-Vac on blow.)
Whichever method you choose, remove as many
of the bees as you can, and then move the frame
to a relatively bee-tight place. We like to use an
empty super. (Bees will go right back on frames
left in the open.)

Figure 5. Vintage photo of harvesting honey.
2. Go through the hive, frame by frame, to see
which frames are full of honey and ready for
extraction. Leave frames of brood in the hive. The
brood will hatch out of the frame in 2-3 weeks and
you can harvest any honey from the frame then.

Figure 6. Here the beekeeper is inspecting his
hives, frame by frame, to see which are full of
honey to be extracted.
3. Remove bees from frames. Our favorite
method is to shake bees sharply from each frame,
back into the hive. It is the fastest way to remove

Figure 7. Grandpa removing bees with a bee
brush. I love how he is sitting down at the
beehive.
4. Take frames away from the bee yard to a
bee-tight place to extract. Frames of honey will
attract bees, and you will want to extract inside a
bee-tight space.
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