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by M.E.A. McNEIL

“'If it weren’t for my bees, I would 
not be here.’ That is something we 
hear over and over again,” said 

Adam Ingrao, pictured above, whose 
organization Heroes to Hives teaches 
beekeeping to veterans with PTSD 
and other disabilities. “This program 
is not about creating a bunch of com-
mercial beekeepers, it’s about offering 
veterans a path to healing.”

Across the country, others report 
remarkable success with training af-
fected veterans to keep bees. The idea 
makes sense to beekeepers, who can 
understand the mind calm that comes 
with opening a hive — what Katie 
Lee of the University of Minnesota 
Bee Veterans program calls “enter-
ing another world.” But for those not 
familiar with that world, bees can be 
frighteningly discomforting, so this 
idea could be seen as at best counter-
intuitive and at worst unhitched from 
reality.

The reality is that suicide for vets 
is 1.5 times higher than for the rest of 
the population, according to a recent 
report from the Veterans Administra-
tion.1 Discharge from the military is 
at best a challenging adjustment after 
life in a regulated, close community. It 
becomes more difficult for those with 
TBI (traumatic brain injury) and PTSD 
(post-traumatic stress disorder).

PTSD has been known by several 
names. During World War I, doc-
tors were mystified by the condition 

and at first called it “war neurosis,” 
reflecting a prevailing view that the 
condition stemmed from emotional 
weakness or cowardice — a lingering 
stigma that still prevents some from 
seeking help. The term “shell shock” 
was coined by Charles Myers, a Brit-
ish medical officer, recognizing that 
the condition was a phenomenon pro-
duced by newly industrialized war-
fare with its unprecedented explosive 
power. The war poet Siegfried Sas-
soon, himself a victim, writes in his 
poem “Survivors” of soldiers whose 
“shock and strain/Have caused their 
stammering, disconnected talk” and 
“dreams that drip with murder.”

The condition was recognized ear-
ly in the conflict by all countries in-
volved. It is estimated that by 1916, 
over 40% of the casualties in fighting 
zones were victims of shell shock, tens 
of thousands in various records. 

The Great War was a turning point 
in the understanding of the nature 
of trauma. Eugenicists such as Lewis 
Yealland had argued that the condition 
resulted from hereditary weakness of 
a “degenerate” nervous system in bio-
logically unfit stock. In contrast was 
the perspective of those such as the 
psychologist Charles Myers and the 
psychiatrist W.H.R. Rivers who saw 
the condition as the result of mental 
trauma or prolonged stress. Each of 
these positions had a direct impact on 
the way troops were treated.

On one hand, severe punishment 
was common among the participating 
nations. Many sufferers were charged 
with insubordination and subject to 
discipline that included solitary con-
finement. In his1918 book, “Hysterical 
Disorders of Warfare,” Yealland de-
scribes attempting a cure with electric 
shocks and even cigarette burns. In 
all, 306 soldiers from British and Im-
perial forces were executed for cow-
ardice or desertion.  

It was during this period that an-
other approach to the trauma expe-
rienced in the trenches was explored. 
A rural British medical center at Seale 
Hayne in Devon operated as a military 
neurasthenic hospital for the treat-
ment of soldiers suffering from shell 
shock. A doctor named Arthur Hurst 
pioneered a program of agricultural 
therapy that played a remarkable role 
in helping victims recover. An indica-
tion of a later shift in perspective is 
that in 2006, the British government 
granted symbolic pardons to all 306 
who were executed.

The U.S. War Department also initi-
ated vocational training for veterans 
that especially included beekeeping. 
Pictured in a 1919 booklet promot-
ing the program are some hundred 
participants in an extension course at 
the New York College of Agriculture, 
Ithaca — now at Cornell.2 C.P Dadant, 
editor of the American Bee Journal, 
was in attendance.
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By WW II, the term became “battle 
fatigue.” Although there was no lon-
ger a government beekeeping project 
for veterans, “Most of your honey and 
the things that were used during the 
war effort of the Second World War 
were provided by World War I veter-
ans, who had gone through that pro-
gram,” said James McCormick, direc-
tor of the West Virginia Department 
of Agriculture Veterans and Heroes 
to Agriculture (VHA) project. He is a 
wounded combat veteran who found 
it a struggle to let go of his 22-year ca-
reer in the Army and understands the 
phenomenon that has now become 
known as PTSD. “Coming home from 
war is never easy for anyone,” he said. 

Veterans and heroes to agriculture; 
West Virginia

Eric Grandon is a combat veteran 
who spent over two decades in the 
Army from the early 90s — multiple 
tours that included Desert Storm 
and the Iraq War. Six years after his 
return, haunted by his experiences, 
he had a terrifying, debilitating flash-
back. “I’d carried it for 20 years. It was 
bad. I couldn’t comprehend English. 
I couldn’t breathe. I was suicidal for 
two years.” He was diagnosed with 
PTSD.

By then, Ed Forney, a vet who was 
an experienced beekeeper, was teach-
ing for the VHA in a program begun 
in 2013. “He started five vets in bee-
keeping, including me,” said Gran-

don, who had joined the following 
year. The six-week course was open to 
the community, not only to disabled 
vets, for a reason. “If you’re feeling 
shame you don’t want to have atten-
tion on you. He saw that and offered 
himself for free.” Forney mentored 
Grandon, patiently teasing him into 
engaging. “He knew how bad I was 
struggling. It was two years before I 
opened the lid. I had two hives and 
I watched them swarm every month. 
All that training resulted in still 
knowing absolutely nothing about 
bees, which scared me more than fac-
ing the enemy. Luckily they survived 
two years without me. The first time 
I went into the bees, that’s when the 
magic happened. All that noise from 
combat went away. The outside world 
went away. There was no intrusive 
thoughts, no anxiety, no depression. 
It was a miracle. For the first time in a 
long time, I was normal again.” 

For over two years, Grandon regu-
larly traveled five hours to work bees 
with Forney for days at a time. “After 
I got into the bees, I really got into 
the bees. I must’ve examined 3000 
hives with him.” In 2016, he lost his 
hives in a flood. He was desperate: 
“That was like losing everything. 
I had just found something to keep 
me on this side of the grass, and all 
of a sudden it was taken away from 
me. I was working them to get the 
devil off my shoulder.” He was able 
to start again with equipment dona-
tions from Mann Lake, bees from 
Wilbanks Apiaries and queens from 
Ray Olivarez. It was late in the sea-
son, but the colonies survived and he 
increased them to 100.

“My God, this is the best therapy 
in the world,” he said. “I’ve seen that 
thousand-pound weight lifted off 
someone’s chest. It’s an amazing thing. 
I hear that buzz and they take that anx-

The University of Minnesota Bee Veterans program trains vets at its own apiary and is affiliated with the University of Michigan 
Heroes to Hives online instruction.

Eric Grandon, left, fosters veterans recovering from war trauma, as he had, through 
beekeeping. He is speaking with vet Wendi Zimmerman, who said of her experience 
in the hives, “I may have been done with the military, but the military sure wasn’t done 
with me. The buzzing fills that void in my brain where clutter can go.”
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iety away. It’s a trance. The bees have 
taught me so much. Stress relief, anger 
management, getting along with your 
neighbor. It’s like walking through a 
door — you’re sick on one side and 
you’re healed on the other.” He mo-
tioned a bee off his hand. “Beekeeping 
saved my life. I wanted to share this.” 
Grandon became the second certified 
instructor for the Veterans and Heroes 
to Agriculture program. He has trained 
700 people, free of charge, nearly half 
on his Sugar Bottom Farm in Ovapa, 
West Virginia. Although he’s open to 
all comers, vets are attracted as well 
as first responders — police, nurses, 
ambulance drivers. A short film was 
made by Zendesk about Grandon’s 
experience.3

Eight such projects have started over 
the last decade, the first of them more 
or less simultaneously by vets who 
have found relief for their own war 
trauma by keeping bees. For most, 
the discovery was a serendipitous ex-
perience, an aching need fulfilled by 
opening a beehive. Nevertheless, the 
curative powers of beekeeping have 
been described by enough vets coming 
through these programs to make them 
worth not only notice but support.

Bee Veterans; Minnesota

Michael Roach, a Vietnam War 
vet, had been keeping bees since the 
1970s and needed help in his apiary. 
He reached out to the Bee Squad at 
the University of Minnesota, which 
was started in 2011 by Becky Master-
man to support local bees. In 2015, 
Roach and Masterman teamed up to 
develop a program for vets called Bee 
Veterans. Roach funded the project, 
inspired by his own experience of the 
healing benefits of keeping bees.

Katie Lee, Assistant Extension Pro-
fessor at the UM bee lab (and the re-
searcher responsible for the 300-bee 
sample now standard for mite test-
ing), said about the program, “We 
don’t really use the word therapeutic, 
because it implies medical value, but 
there is a real thing about wellness, 
I think. It brings to a lot of people a 
kind of peace, grounding.”

The program is free to veterans and 
their dependents over 18. The apiary 
of about 20 colonies is hosted on the 
grounds of the Minneapolis-St. Paul 
International Airport. As many as 20 
participants gather for demonstra-
tions during the bee season and learn 
to tend the hives. “Providing veter-
ans with the hands-on experience in 
the apiary is our goal,” said Lee, “not 
necessarily to train people to become 

beekeepers,” although, she added, 
further education is available. “It’s re-
ally to provide them an experience in 
a honey bee colony.” What follows — 
voiced in many such programs — is a 
unique and lasting closeness to nature.

More than 100 veterans have partici-
pated, including Christian Dahm, who 
had spent seven years in the Marines. 
The Bee Veterans classes sparked his 
interest, and he was hired for a sum-
mer by the Bee Squad. “It was just 
what I wanted,” he said, “and I learned 
from the best.” Dahm now breeds bees 
toward marketing his locally adapted 
stock, and produces grooved hive box-
es, following University of Minnesota 
propolis research. 

“In the future,” said Lee, “our 
program is going to be a satellite to 
Heroes to Hives, where there is the 
option of taking the online training 
through Michigan State University.” 
Although Bee Veterans, like most 
other programs, was on hiatus dur-
ing the pandemic, grants have funded 
reopening, including an anonymous 
donation of $200,000. 

helMets to hiVes; neW York

Steve Krumm left the military after 
16 months in Vietnam at age 22. “It 
took time to adjust,” he said. “I had 
my own issues as a vet. As difficult 
as it was for me to become grounded 
again, I was fortunate to have a series 
of mentors.” They fostered in him 

what he calls a meditative environ-
ment. But, he added wryly, it took 
him until age 40 to get a horticulture 
degree from Michigan State Univer-
sity. That revived an interest in bees 
begun when he was 15 with Cornell’s 
correspondence bee course. 

Living in Buffalo later, he realized 
there was a large veteran commu-
nity, and he volunteered for Disabled 
American Veterans as a driver. “Lots 
of time to talk, discussing PTSD and 
problems trying to socialize,” he said. 
“In the military, especially in com-
bat, you channel your fear into an-
ger. That’s carried back into society; 
it’s tough to sublimate. Beekeeping 
provides a physical act, contempla-
tive time, community involvement.” 
Inspired by programs in Michigan 
and West Virginia, he started a New 
York version in 2018, called Helmets 
to Hives. 

The search for a site for a teach-
ing apiary proved difficult. A fortu-
itous connection gave him access to a 
quarter-acre open field and a storage 
building at the Buffalo Niagara Pio-
neer Museum, a 34-acre site actively 
developing a farm-to-table experience 
on its grounds. The New York Honey 
Producers Association supported the 
program with salvaged equipment 
and volunteers. Masterson’s Garden 
Center provided bees. Krumm sup-
plemented a grant from a local union 
with money out of his pocket.
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What may look like a random collection of bee equipment is a treasured donation 
that made it possible for veteran Steve Krumm to start a training program as a means 
to wellness for other vets. His degree in plant science led him back to a childhood 
interest in bees that opened that path, and a Buffalo, New York, museum site has wel-
comed Helmets to Hives.
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He started with five hives, to rep-
resent the five branches of the ser-
vice: Army, Navy, Air Force, Marines, 
Coast Guard. Over 25 vaccinated 
and masked students, mostly vets, 
showed up for weekly lectures and 
time in the hives with volunteers from 
the Honey Producers — both women 
and men. “We thought it was impor-
tant that women were in the program 
and to show women beekeepers, since 
beekeeping is male-dominated,” said 
Krumm.

The bee season ended with honey 
and mead tastings. Beekeeping equip-
ment was provided free to the vets 

completing the program, as well as a 
thumb drive with the lectures. A pol-
lination conference opened the next 
spring season with talks on plants and 
vendors. 

Like Lee, Krumm does not call his 
program active therapy. “I think it 
works. It is counterintuitive. There is 
even an aroma to the hive that’s part 
of it. Even if you don’t continue bee-
keeping, you open yourself to a wider 
environment. It’s amazing how inter-
est in bees can explode into interest in 
the environment.”

Bees for BraVerY; st. louis, Missouri

Army Captain Jeremy Idleman re-
turned from the Iraq War in 2005  and, 
he said, “I had some issues.” His uncle, 
a life-long beekeeper, guided him to 
beekeeping, and he found the experi-
ence calming. “It personally helped 
me, so I thought it could help other 
veterans with PTSD.” He started the 
nonprofit Bee Found with the pro-
gram Bees for Bravery, which provides 
mentorship, free bees and equipment 
to veterans with PTS-like symptoms. 
“We’re literally saving lives,” he said.

In addition to the current goal of 
granting at least 25 new colonies to 
veterans per year, the program has 
educational options for adopting, 
hosting or renting a hive, learning 
bee removal or building equipment. 
Bees for Bravery is unique among 

such programs by taking on the well-
being not only of the vets but also the 
bees with the goal of creating Certi-
fied Naturally Grown colonies — a 
stringent standard as close to organic 
as possible.

Bees 4 Vets, reno, neVada

Ginger and Daniel Fenwick started 
Bees 4 Vets in 2018 after noting a rise 
in suicides among vets. “We just had a 
heart for our military,” she said, add-
ing that she comes from a military 
family and Daniel’s son is on active 
duty. Before she ever handled a bee, 
she had an interest in medieval bee-
keeping. After starting with a Costco 
hive, she subsequently passed the Ap-
prentice level in the first cohort of the 
California Master Beekeeper Program 
at UC Davis.

The Fenwicks established a teach-
ing apiary at the University of Ne-
vada at Reno, College of Agriculture 
Experimental Station, where alfalfa 
is grown. “They have been so sup-
portive of our program,” said Ginger. 
“They gave us a side of a hill and lev-
eled it out.” They established 30 colo-
nies there and in residents’ yards in 
nearby Sparks. Ten veterans manage 
two hives each through a year-long 
program. The first year was for veter-
ans only, men and women ranging in 
age from 22 to mid-70s. They opened 
the program to first responders when 
they realized that their suicide rate 
was also high. 

“We don’t ask why they come,” 
said Ginger. “It’s been verbalized to 
us that they have arrived stressed 
out, they have anxiety, and the bees 
instantly take that down a notch, calm 
them because they have to remain 
calm to be in the hive. It’s those slow 
movements, it’s processing where 
those bees are running. It’s listen-
ing, it’s watching. It’s smelling. All of 
their senses are going into that hive 
to do their routine maintenance of it. 
We had one student who got the most 
benefit from standing in the center of 
the apiary, closing his eyes and allow-
ing the bees to buzz around his head; 
that white noise helped him relax.”

She described a firefighter who kept 
the propolis stains on his hands, and 
“all week long he would smell his fin-
gers, and it would take him back to 
the peace in the apiary.” One volun-
teer, a pediatric nurse, sang Happy 
Birthday when a bee chewed its way 
out of a cell, and “we had all of these 
veterans singing to bees. The bees 
were helping them in this crazy way.” 
To a vet who had lost a close friend 

Bees 4 Vets is a beekeeping training started by Ginger and Daniel Fenwick at a teach-
ing apiary at the University of Nevada at Reno, College of Agriculture Experimental 
Station. In addition, the Fenwicks have created classes in related skills, all offered free. 
Here, students work two hives each for a full season.
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Jeremy Idleman started the non-profit 
Bee Found with the program Bees for 
Bravery for vets with PTSD. He orches-
trates grants for 25 colonies to partici-
pants each year and holds them to the 
high standards of Certified Naturally 
Grown, as close to organic as possible. 
This gift certificate allows a donor to pro-
vide a hive and mentor.
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to suicide, she recounted the tradition 
of telling the bees. “I walked away 
and he began to tell the bees about his 
friend. It’s these kinds of ways that 
the bees help them, where you are not 
talking directly about the problem.”

The Fenwicks have created classes 
in related skills such as hive building, 
honey harvesting, wax processing, 
mead making and starting a small 
business. The instruction as well as 
a hive, gear and equipment are free, 
paid for by donors and yearly volun-
teer work at the Reno Air Show. Their 
largest expenditure is insurance, 
$5000 per year. “No one is paid,” said 
Ginger. “We don’t even reimburse 
gas. It’s a labor of love.”

A veteran who completed the pro-
gram wants to start a honey mustard 
business, and another plans to make 
lip balms using beeswax. All are re-
warded by their calming experience 
in the bees. “Some talk about that ef-
fect, some don’t,” she said, “but you 
can stand there and watch it.”

hiVes for heroes; texas 
A different model was founded in 

2018 by Marine veteran Steve Jiminez, 
who experienced a positive effect of 
working bees: “With the anxiety is-
sues I’d had, I felt this weird calm-
ness,” he said. With a small group of 
veterans in Houston, Texas, he started 
Hives for Heroes with the motto “Sav-
ing bees, saving vets.”

“Beekeeping is unique,” he said, 
“allowing a beekeeper to suit up, 
overcome fear, accomplish a goal 
through process-oriented techniques, 
and walk away with a sense of accom-
plishment. This practice can easily 
translate to their personal and profes-
sional lives when dealing with PTSD 
and other traumas from service.”

The program proscribes “one ‘new-
bee,’ one mentor, one hive.” Their 
team matches veterans and teachers 
based on geographic proximity. “We 
ask you to pay for a suit and gloves,” 
said Jiminez, “because we want you to 
have some skin in the game. We attach 
you to a mentor who has bees,” which 
reduces entry-level cost. In Texas, 70 
experienced beekeepers have trained 
80 veterans. Hives for Heroes has ex-
panded to all 50 states to become a 
network platform, making over 1000 
matches for vets and mentors.

“Connections and relationships are 
huge in the struggle against PTSD and 
combating the suicide rate we have 
here,” said Jiminez. “We put purpose 
in people’s lives. We empower veter-
ans through beekeeping.” 

heroes to hiVes; Michigan and Be-
Yond

Adam Ingrao’s plan for an Army 
career ended in 2004, his first year of 
service, with a training accident that 
left him not only disabled but with 
prescribed opiate dependence, as he 
dealt with loss of friends in combat. “It 
was a deep struggle for me for a couple 
of years. It’s like falling off a cliff. You 
have structure you depended on and 
all of a sudden all that is gone.”

He eventually went back to school 
to study plant science at Cal Poly San 
Louis Obispo on the GI Bill, where he 
took a beekeeping class as an elective. 
“That first day in the class was one of 
the most spiritual experiences that I 
had had in my life,” he said. “Being 
in an apiary with hundreds of thou-
sands of bees was something that not 
only had magic to it, but my professor 
Scott Jeffries, who became my men-
tor, was passionate about the plight 
of honey bees, how we as beekeepers 
can support bees and international 
food security. It really spoke to me. 
Entomology became my entire fo-
cus.” He subsequently got a National 
Science Foundation grant and a fel-
lowship at Michigan State where he 
earned a Ph.D. in entomology.

While he was a grad student, Ingrao 
and his wife started Bee Wise Farm 
near MSU where they kept about 25 
hives. “We had a conversation about 
what I had gone through in my life,” 
he said, “a veteran who was really 
struggling, to thriving, all because of 
bees. I can point to that time in my 
life as transformational. We started 
talking about whether other veter-
ans could have the same experience I 
did working with bees. We thought, 
why not try this? I was working for 
Michigan Food and Farming Systems 
(MFFS), and they along with myself 
and my wife started the Heroes to 
Hives program.”

In 2016, they brought five veterans 
through nine months of beekeeping at 
their farm, with PowerPoints in their 
living room and equipment-building 
in their woodshop. From that, the pro-
gram has grown dramatically, tripling 
and quadrupling every year, multi-
plying apiary sites, including Henry 
Ford’s old farm near Ann Arbor, pro-
vided by the Ford Motor Company. 
There were six sites in 2020 to accom-
modate 467 students, 11 sites in 2021 
for 4,496 and, to date in 2022, 4,450 
signed up in four states. It remains 
free of charge for veterans, reservists, 
active-duty personnel and their de-
pendents.

Ingrao has coordinated the pro-
gram with MSU and beyond. His in-
structional material has been edited 
to an online, self-paced course with 
pre-recorded lecture videos, instruc-
tional videos, articles, and quizzes. 
Although students who complete the 
online course receive a certificate of 
completion from MSU Extension, it is 
intended to be in tandem with hands-
on guidance nearly every weekend 
from May to October. 

It has become a multi-state effort. 
“We look to the experts at the land-
grant institution bee labs to support 
the program,” said Ingrao, now Na-
tional Director of the Heroes to Hives 
program. MSU Extension houses the 
online course and MFFS coordinates 
the interstate collaboration. Hands-
on education is done in Michigan 
by MFFS and Michigan Veterans of 
Foreign Wars; in Missouri by Univer-
sity of Missouri Extension; in Minne-
sota by University of Minnesota Bee 
Veterans (described above); and in 
Nebraska through the University of 
Nebraska-Lincoln by the Great Plains 
Master Beekeeping Program, which 
serves Wyoming, Nebraska, Kansas, 
Iowa and Missouri. Graduates can 
transfer credit to the Great Plains 
Master Beekeeping course for first-
level equivalency.

Each apiary meeting will have 
three instructors — a 
master beekeeper 
or professional 
together with 
journeymen or 
alumni from the 
program. “We 
will be doing 
seasonal manage-

Adam Ingrao is a Ph.D. entomologist who 
heads a beekeeping program for vets 
centered in Michigan that has coordinat-
ed multiple satellite state sites for hands-
on experience. He is dedicated to repli-
cating his own healing for other veterans.
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M.E.A. McNeil is a jour-
nalist, Master Beekeep-
er and Northern Cali-
fornia organic farmer. 
She can be reached at:  
mea@meamcneil.com. 

ment at each one of these sessions,” 
said Ingrao. “Of course, beekeeping 
is all local, so if there are differences 
in management, seasonality among 
states, that’s where they will fill in the 
differences with online curriculum.” 
Supplemental webinars are planned.

Participants thus far have been 73 
percent service-connected disabled 
vets. Ten percent are Vietnam veter-
ans, and 78 percent are veterans of 
Middle Eastern conflicts. About three-
quarters are both white and male. 
Half consider beekeeping as a hobby 
and some 40 percent contemplate a 
business.

“It was never to create a bunch of 
beekeepers,” said Ingrao. “It was to 
expose veterans to beekeeping as 
a modality for financial support, a 
little side hustle they could do on 
their farm or on their land, but more 
it was for the healing capacity. Vet-
erans are dealing with trauma from 
old experiences that haunt us, moral 
injury. Having a place where we can 
be present with our bees is the most 
healing place that I have found, and 
that is what we have found with our 
students.”

Manchester, neW haMpshire Va 
Medical center

Valerie Carter, a recreational 
therapist at the Manchester, New 
Hampshire Veterans Administra-
tion Medical Center, started a suc-
cessful beekeeping program to find 
a therapeutic outlet for veterans, af-
filiated with Heroes to Hives. Several 
VA hospitals have expressed interest 
in establishing such a program, but 
they cannot rely solely on anecdotal 
outcomes. To establish evidenced-
based data for the therapy, the center 
has been running a pilot program for 

two years to follow patients involved, 
surveying levels of depression and 
anxiety on various days before going 
into a hive and the day of. The suc-
cess thus far got the attention of the 
head of the mental health program 
there, Alicia Semiatin, who said, “The 
benefits seem to be carrying over not 
only for days but weeks afterward. 
What more could you ask for from 
treatment?”

These programs tell the same story 
in a multitude of ways that perhaps 
we can add to. Ginger Fenwick of the 
Reno program said, “You have read-
ers who are beekeepers all over the 
place. If they know a veteran who is 
having a hard time or a first respond-
er, take them out to help you work a 
hive. Teach them to be slow and me-
thodical. If every beekeeper can help 
one or two people, that would be or-
ders of magnitude greater than what 
we can accomplish here.” 
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Heroes to Hives student veteran Nick Kaminski demonstrates the workings of a beehive.
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 Ingrao


