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The 
Gardening News

Bees: More Than You May Want To Know, Part 4.

Honey and Bumble Bees
In this fourth installment of the world of bees, I will finally get to one of the two major 
reasons that bees are important to mankind. The pollination of a huge number of our 
food crops has to be considered the bees primary mission but mankind has always valued 
bees because they produce honey which was the main source of sweetening for early 
man.

Honey, is a sweet, thick, supersaturated sugar solution manufactured by bees to feed 
their larvae and for their subsistence in winter. The nectar of flowers is ingested by work-
er bees and converted to honey in special sacs in their esophagi. It is stored and aged in 
combs in their hives. Bee honey is an important constituent of the diet of many animals, 
such as bears and badgers, and is put to many uses by humans. Other insects, such as the 
honey ant and various aphids, manufacture a honey like substance from flowers, from 
the honeydew of plants, or from the sweet secretions elaborated by other insects.

Bee honey is composed of fructose, glucose and water, in varying proportions; it also 
contains several enzymes and oils. The color and flavor depend on the age of the honey 
and on the source of the nectar. Light colored honeys are usually of higher quality than 
darker honeys; white honey is derived from the California white sage, Salvia apiana. 
Other high grade honeys are made by bees from orange blossoms, clover and alfalfa. A 
well-known, poorer-grade honey is elaborated from buckwheat.

Honey has fuel value of about 3307 cal/kg (about 1520 cal/lb). It readily picks up 
moisture from the air and is consequently used as a moistening agent for tobacco and 
in baking. Glucose crystallizes out of honey on standing at room temperature, leaving 
an uncrystallized layer of dissolved fructose. Honey to be marketed is usually heated 
by special processes to about 66°C (about 150°F) to dissolve the crystals and is poured 
into containers that are then sealed to prevent crystallization. The fructose in crytallized 
honey ferments readily at about 16°C (about 60°F) or over. Fermented honey is used to 
make honey wine or mead.

Honey is also marketed in the original comb as comb honey, or centrifuged out of the 

Air Plants: Tillandsia, 
Bromeliads, etc.

One of our members, Hal Mahoney, is a 
world class bonsai expert lecturing here 
and in many other places around the coun-
try. He is also a world class questioner, 
mostly about things with which he is not 
familiar because for nine months of the 
year he lives on Long Island tending the 
extensive bonsai collection he has created.

This year his question centers on the 
definition of an air plant and the fact that 
air plants seem to be on dead branches of 
trees. My search uncovered a considerable 
confusion but mainly about the minutia of 
plant care. This article is the result of my 
findings on the internet and various au-
thoritative books. Where there is disagree-
ment I will point it out.

Air plants are the common name for Til-
landsias. A Tillandsia is a Bromeliad…but 
not all Bromeliads are Tillandsias. Bro-
meliads is a family name while Tillandsia 
is the genus. Tillandsia (air plants) grow 
without soil while most types of Bromeli-
ads do best in soil. 

Here is the first controversy. Most experts 
said that the roots of Bromeliads were 
used to anchor the plant in position. 
Others say that some water and nutrients 
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President’s Message
— John Halvorsen

After the confusion resulting from schedule preemption at the Elsie 
Quirk library, the meeting held at Indian Mound Park provided an op-
portunity to learn about Bromeliads from Cathy Peterson of the Punta 
Gorda Master Gardeners.  It was particularly interesting to me to learn 
that they fill that same part of the landscape which might be devoted to 
hostas in the north. Bromeliads are a highly adaptable, low-maintenance 
plant, that can bloom, is not invasive, and always has attractive foliage and  
deserves consideration in all Florida landscapes.  Thank you, Gus and Jim 
for setting up the program.

Good news!!!!  Jim Sciarello has agreed to fill the Vice President’s va-
cancy.  He has remarkable computer skills having provided a new member 
handout and promotional materials for the plant sale, and he is working 
on a surprise cybernetic club enhancement.  Jim  has been very active as a 
relatively new member.  Thank you Jim. 

I will meet with Lemon Bay High School (LBHS) this week to register 
our Scholarship Award.  The process begins with our description of the 
qualifying criteria to the school, followed by our receipt of packets for a 
number of candidates from which we select a winner.  We do not accept 
applications directly, nor do we intervene in the qualifying process at the 
school.  I will call a meeting of the board and other interested members to 
review the packets when we receive them.  I hope that we can have a good 
turn-out in May for award night at the high school.

— John

MeMbership
Some of you will receive this news-
letter with a label across the front 
saying, “Last Issue.” This is because 
your dues have not been paid. If 
this is not correct, please contact, 
Don Harvey at 941.473.0025, to 
straighten it out.

The Importance of 
Soil Testing

Experienced amateurs and 
professionals alike agree that 
the most important factor of 
all growing things begins with 
properly regulated pH conditions 
of soil. Soils in the low pH range 
cause the nitrogen and phosphates 
to become insoluble. Consequently, 
no amount of fertilizer will 
permanently correct the fertility 
of the soil until the pH condition 
is properly adjusted. When the 
pH rating has been adjusted to the 
plants’ preferences, these and other 
trace elements are released. Then, 
average applications of standard 
formula fertilizer, such as 5-10-5, 
and/or organic matter of compost 
or manure plus mulch, water and sunlight, will give you soil fertility and growing success such as you have never 
dreamed possible.
The importance of a properly regulated pH rating can best be understood when it is realized that pH values are in 
multiples of 10. The following should make this clear: 
pH 7.0 is neutral; pH 6.0 is 10 times more acid than pH 7.0; pH 5.0 is 100 times more acid than pH 7.0; and, pH 4.0 
is 1000 times more acid than pH 7.0.
You should also realize that the ever continuing leaching action of rainfall and watering, application of fertilizers, 
causes soils to become slowly more and more acid. Therefore, the pH condition of the soil should be monitored 
periodically.
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More About Honey and Bumble Bees
comb and sold as extracted honey. Chunk honey consists of pieces of comb honey sus-
pended in extracted liquid honey.

Bumble Bee
Most of us are from north of the Mason-Dixon line and are probably more familiar with 
the Bumble Bee so I wanted to include this bee in this series of articles. I will not include 
Digger Bees and Carpenter Bees but I will include Africanized Honey (Killer) Bees. If 
anyone would like information about the neglected bees, contact me and I will provide 
what information I have.

Bumble Bee, is a common name for any of a group of large, hairy, usually black-and-yel-
low, social bees. They are found primarily in temperate regions of the northern hemi-
sphere, often ranging farther north and higher in altitude than other bees. Fifty species 
of bumble bees are known in North America.

Characteristics
Bumble Bees are similar to their close relative, the honey bees, in that their colonies are 
headed by a queen, who is the main egg-layer and many workers, who are the daugh-
ters of the queen, and in that drones (males) are produced during the mating season. 
However, the colonies of bumble bees, unlike those of honey bees, only survive during 
the warm season; new queens hibernate alone to begin another colony the following 
spring. In addition, there are fewer individuals in a bumble bee colony than in a honey 
bee colony, and bumble bees do not dance to communicate the location of food to other 
members of the colony, as honey bees do. Also, although bumble bees collect nectar and 
store it as honey, they do not hoard large amounts of it, as do honey bees.

Because bumble bees are conspicuous and important in nature, their biology has been 
well studied. They are among the few insects that can control their body temperature. 
In cold weather, queens and workers can shiver their flight muscles to warm themselves, 
allowing them to fly and work at lower temperatures than most other insects. Their large 
size and heat conserving hairy coats also help them stay warm. These features enable 
them to live in northern latitudes and alpine altitudes. Bumble bees are sensitive to habi-
tat disturbance. In England, several species are thought to have become extinct in past 
decades because of land clearing and agricultural practices.

Life of the Colony
The bumble bee nest consists of a spherical chamber with a single exit. The queen 
chooses a preexisting cavity, such as an abandoned mouse nest, in which to begin her 
family. Most species nest in the ground. The queen forms a small mound of pollen paste 
in the middle of the nest, lays several eggs in it, and seals it with a small dome of wax. She 
also constructs a hemispherical wax cup, called a honey-pot, in the entrance-way floor 
and fills it with nectar. The queen feeds on this nectar while she incubates the eggs. The 
newly hatched larvae partially consume the paste in their cells. Later they are fed by the 
queen through a small opening in the cell wall. When the larvae are fully grown, they 
spin cocoons in which they metamorphose, eventually emerging as the first workers of 
the new colony. Subsequent larvae are reared by these workers in individual cells, much 
as honey bee larvae are; however, the bumble bee nest is not organized into flat, vertical 
combs like that of honey bees but grows instead into a mound of capsule-like cells. To-
ward the end of the summer, the queen begins to lay unfertilized eggs that develop into 
drones. Female offspring produced at this time become new queens, and mating takes 
place soon afterward. The drones and workers then die, and the new, mated queens fly 
off in search of safe places to hibernate.

Some species of bumble bees, known as cuckoo bumble bees, are parasitic on the nests 
of nonparasitic bumble bees. They invade the nest, kill the resident queen and force the 

editor’s 2¢
It is not easy to comment on 
garden club business and other 
activities when an article on 
bumble bees and Honey is to 
your left. The honey and bees 
seem to win out each time. 
One job as editor of the news-
letter is to communicate the 
activities and responsibilities 
that we need to do as a func-
tioning organization. I notify 
people who are delinquent with 
their dues, I try to inform 
members of coming events 
and I try to alert members of 
the business of the organiza-
tion such as elections that are 
necessary for the function of 
our club. Also, when possible, 
I try to remind members of the 
schedule of commitments for 
the plant sale or what needs to 
be brought to our annual picnic 
in May.
Our most frequent method 
of getting this information to 
members has been by telephone 
and through the newsletter. 
In the future another method 
may be added. Jim Sciarello, our 
new vice president, has started 
preliminary work on developing a 
web site. I will try to help him 
after the May newsletter has 
been mailed.
The web site will be a benefit 
to members that have internet 
access and also non-members 
who may be searching the web 
for gardening information or for 
a gardening club in this area. If 
you have any ideas about the 
type of information that should 
be on this web site please 
contact Jim and let him know. 
A good web site can draw new 
members which would be an 
overall benefit. This site is in 
development so many things are 
possible, including newsletter 
articles, member profiles, up-
coming events and much more. 
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workers to raise the young parasitic bees 
along with the host of the brood of the 
host colony. Occasionally, the invaders 
permit only their own young to survive. 
Cuckoo bumble bees lack pollen baskets 
because they do not forage for pollen.

Pollination
Bumble bees are important pollinators 
of many plants. Both queens and workers 
collect pollen and transport it back to the 
colony in pollen baskets on their hind legs. 
Workers are small if born early in the year, 
and large if born later in the year. Also, 
some species of bumble bees are larger 
than others. Differences in body size, and 
especially the tongue length, are impor-
tant in determining which flower species 
a bumble bee will visit for nectar and may 
determine which flowers it can pollinate. 

Bumble bees have long been recognized 
as vital to the production of certain seed 
crops. In recent years, bee scientists have 
developed a means to cause queens to 
skip their winter hibernation and produce 
colonies year-round. This has made certain 
species of bumble bees available for use in 
pollinating crops they did not pollinate 
before. Bumble bee colonies are now used 
extensively in greenhouse pollination of 
crops such as tomatoes and strawberries.

Next month there will be a short piece on 
the Africanized Honey (Killer) Bee and 
then finish the year trying to sort out the 
conflicting information on the vanishing 
bee population. There are many theories 
but the truth is that bee populations are in 
decline. The question is why? Do we really 
know?   

Bumble Bees
are absorbed through the roots but don’t say which plants. I believe the best way to treat 
Bromeliads is to assume that their water and nutrients are received through the leaves 
and the cup in the center of the plant. But let’s first talk about Tillandsia because they are 
different and they are true air plants.

Tillandsia
This is a plant that grows without soil and therefore grows its entire life hanging in mid-
air, or on a rock, on a dead branch or on almost any surface and can survive a month or 
more without water or light. It has hundreds of diverse forms, blooms and can be grown 
inside as a house plant or outside and is easy to care for. All water and nutrients are taken 
through the leaves. Their roots are used as wire-like anchors.

Tillandsia air plants have a growth cycle starting with one plant growing to maturity 
and then blooming. One or two months after the bloom has finished, new plants form 
around the base of the “mother” plant. They will then eventually mature and complete 
their blooming cycle in one to several years, depending upon the variety and growing 
conditions (very important). 

Tillandsia air plants can be placed in or on anything (rocks, shells, pottery, driftwood, 
around water fountains, reptile tanks, etc.). Tillandsia air plants are not toxic to ani-
mals, and they travel and ship well. One caution is to soak driftwood in fresh water for a 
month or more to remove the salt it may contain. Salt is toxic to Tillandsia.

Tillandsia require bright, indirect light. Generally no sun is recommended. Some variet-
ies can handle some early morning sun. This will allow them to “blush” (change colors) 
before they bloom. The thicker or stiffer the leaves and the more gray or white their 
color, the more light the plant needs.

Water is an extremely important aspect of succeeding with Tillandsia air plants. They 
grow naturally where it rains. The recommended method of watering is by drenching so 
the air plants end up thoroughly wet.  Frequency of watering (how many times per week) 
will depend on: temperature variations (summer vs. winter), whether it is indoors or 
outdoors and the variety of thin or thick leaves. If they become really dehydrated ( their 
leaf edges begin to curl) a 12 to 14 hour soak will re-hydrate them to normal conditions. 
Another controversy is the quality of the water used to water your plants. One group rec-
ommends only rain or bottled water while another group says tap water is OK but not to 
use distilled water. I suggest you decide. One of the points of watering Tillandsia is that 
where they are attached should be able to dry out quickly so they don’t get a chance to 
rot.

Bromeliads
Bromeliad is the common name for a family of plants that contain many of the most 
ornamental and interesting types of plants available to the public. With one exception, 
all the species in the dozen or so genera are from the New World. In addition, bromeli-
ads are possibly the newest plants to evolve on earth, making their appearance some 10 
million years ago (flowering plants began about 60 million years ago). The most popular 
genera are: Tillandsia with so many artistically fascinatingly shaped air plants, Guzmania 
and Vriesea with such colorful and long lasting inflorescences, Neoregella with its kalei-
descope of colored leaves, Aechmea featuring Aechmea fasciata with huge, beautiful pink 
bloom spikes, and “Earth Star” Cryptanthus with its smaller colorful species.

Most Bromeliads have leaves radiating from a central point creating a rosette that forms 
a water holding tank. This ability allows Bromeliads in nature to survive periods of 
drought, needing water only periodically. The greener, softer leaved Bromeliads, such 
as Guzmanias and Vrieseas will burn if subjected to much direct sunlight. Likewise, the 
grayer, stiffer leaved bromeliads that have spines on the edges of the leaves will need more 
light over time. However, in dry areas they, too, may burn with too much direct sunlight. 

Air Plants: Tillandsia, Bromeliads, etc.

You do not lead by hitting 
people over the head. That’s 
assault, not leadership.

— Dwight D. Eisenhower
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February Event 
Calendar

The following events have been 
selected for this list because they 
are no more than a 90 minute drive 
from Englewood.

March 13–15. Fri. 10-5, Sat. 9-5, 
thSun. 10-4. Tampa Bay Orchid 
Society Show & Sale. Plants, 
supplies, art, workshops, pot-
ting, raffles. Admission $5. 
Free parking. Bayanihan Arts 
& Events Center, 14301 Nine 
Eagles Drive. Tampa. www.
tampabayorchidsociety.com

 March 21–22. Spring Plant Fair. 
Plants galore, tours, decor, 
demos, experts, shopping, 
food. Bring your wheel barrow. 
Admission half price of regu-
lar admission. Sarasota Selby 
Gardens. 811 So. Palm Ave. 
941.366.5731. www.selby.org.

March 28. Manatee County Master 
Gardener’s Annual Spring 

Gardening College. Wrokshops 
that emphasize being “green” 

include plant propagation, 
vegetable gardening, ground 

covers, more. Extension Office. 
1303 17th Street West. Palmetto 

941.722.4524.
 http://manatee.ifas.ufl.edu. 

Gardening in March
If you are new to southwest Florida, you should resist the urge to plant your kitchen 
garden this month. Old timers will tell you that September and October are the months 
when you prepare your  kitchen garden and flower beds and then plant them in October 
and November. Planting can be continued periodically through February but the list of 
what you are able to plant gets shorter as the months go by. March is late for most things.

March is a good time to take cuttings. Take cuttings that are about a foot long and root 
them in clean sand (not beach sand), burying them about five inches at the basal end. 
Be careful that you don’t get the cuttings upside down—they do better in the position 
that Nature intended. Eight-inch pots make good containers for rooting your stock. You 
can root several sticks in a single pot. Roots should form within a few weeks. The rooted 
cuttings can be gently shaken out of the container and then replanted in individual 
containers or planted in permanent locations in hedge rows, beds, or along the house 
foundation.

Taking cuttings could be part of your spring pruning operation which can help train 
your shrubs and vines. How far you cut back on a plant depends on the size and 
strength of the plant but as a general rule never cut it back to the main stem. Suppose, 
for instance, you wish to prune a plant that has four branches growing out from the 
main stem. Cut them back to within six or eight inches of that main stem. If your plant 
is rather large and each of four branches becomes several smaller branches, you may 
simply cut back each of these outer branches to a length of six inches. Keep in mind that 
pruning should help the plant become stronger and look better. A shot of fertilizer and 
a good soaking would help them achieve new growth. After the new growth is about six 
inches long, pinch out the terminal bud at the tip of the shoot. This will encourage ad-
ditional branching. As new shoots appear pinch out those terminal buds as well and you 
will eventually have a bushy plant.

When pruning in March there are some cautions to observe. Do not prune your spring 
flowering shrubs until they have flowered. Wait until after they have had their day in the 
sun and then work your pruning magic to make them stronger and more visually appeal-
ing. Another caution has to do with cold damaged plants. Most of us want to remove the 
unsightly, seemingly dead plant from our landscape but if the plant is one you wanted 
to keep, wait a little longer because a new plant may spring from the roots. On the other 
hand, if there was no affection for the plant, this may a good time to replace it with one 
that is more cold tolerant. This a case where Mother Nature helps you make decisions.

Air Plants: Tillandsia, Bromeliads, etc.
In a future issue of the Gardening News, I will write a more detailed article on Bromeli-
ads.

To answer Hal Mahoney’s first question, what is an air plant and how is it different from 
Bromeliads, the answer is that air plants have no roots and get their water and nourish-
ment from the air. It is the common name for Tillandsias which are Bromeliads but not 
all Bromeliads are Tillandsias. If you are still confused read again the first page of this 
article.

Hal’s second question has to do with Tillandsias and Spanish moss on dead oak branch-
es. Do these plants ultimately kill the oak tree? These plants are called epiphytes because 
they grow on or attach themselves to another living plant. The term stems from the 
Greek epi– (meaning ‘upon’) and phyton (meaning ‘plant’). They are not parasitic and 
in no source that I encountered was that an issue. I believe it is easier for these plants to 
attach to bare branches than one with leaves. Oak trees have a very dense canopy so the 
center of the tree gets considerably less light, therefore more bare branches.

I want  to thank Hal for his well thought out questions. In this case it developed into an 
article for this newsletter.

 

I don’t think there is the wrong time to 
talk about the landscape mistakes that wel-
come weed. Here is a list:
• Mowing grass too short. Grass 

should be mowed at 3 1/2 to 4 inches 
or set your mower at the hightest 
level.

• Letting Mulch thin out. Mulch 
should be maintained at 3 inches.

• Overwatering.
• Overfertilizing.
• Spacing plants too far apart in beds.
• Using the wrong herbicide.
• Applying pre-emergent herbicides 

after weeds have emerged. 
• Dethatching bahia grass lawns
• Not correcting insect or disease 

problems in your lawn.
• Not spot treating young weeds 

before they set seed.


