FIRE SEIGE
Tragic Losses for Beekeepers as
Millions of West Coast Acres Burn
“The story needs to be told.”
Sue Cobey
Pleasants Valley, near Vacaville, California, was the site of
calamitous losses for many small-scale agricultural producers,
including Clay Ford, who markets his honey locally.

A

t 6:50 on the morning of Monday, August 17, 2020, near
Vacaville, California, Caroline
Yelle watched a dry sky flash blue
with lightning — again and again.
“Bad news,” she said.
The air was already hot and the
hills were parched. She knew that it
was a recipe for fire. She and her boyfriend Jason Harris were driving up
to the farm of Rick Schubert, her mentor, friend and partner in a bee business, Pope Valley Queens. She’d seen
four fires there in the years since she
arrived in 2012, as summer help while
she was in law school in Quebec. Her
Canadian beekeeping teacher, Anicet
Desrochers, was Schubert’s partner in
queen rearing. After Yelle graduated
with a law career before her, she said,
“I left everything behind to follow
my dream” and bought Desrochers’
share in 2017. Schubert has helped
her build it toward buying him out,
too, bee by bee.
The lightning that morning was
among over 1,200 dry strikes per
hour across the state, and conditions
were primed for them to spark fires.
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Sure enough, what Yelle witnessed
that morning was the start of one of
them. It was about 30 miles west of
Schubert’s place, near Lake Berryessa,
and it quickly became big enough to
acquire a name, the Hennessey Fire.
Yelle and Harris monitored it all day
on social media. She took a flatbed
truck to check the bee yards, which
were west of the lake. She soon found
the road blocked and blocked again
when she turned around, so she made
her way back by a long detour.
Schubert, who had been keeping
bees for 47 years, had seen many fires
in his California landscape. That evening, when he went to bed, he saw
that this one was not close, and fire
fighters would put it out like they
had all the others. Not this time. The
fire crews abandoned the defense —
too shorthanded to fight all of the
hundreds of simultaneously burning
blazes throughout the state. Yelle and
Harris watched the trucks roll down
Quail Canyon Road, one after another, away from the farm. The fire was
moving fast, exploding in size. Containment was zero.
At 10:00 p.m., Yelle woke Schubert.
“We’ve got to get out now!” Smoke
was thick and everywhere. Schubert
wanted to stay and defend everything
he’d worked for — the house he’d remodeled for retirement, the shop and
office, all of their off-season stacked
equipment. He was no stranger
to daunting tasks; this writer met
Schubert once years ago as he hefted
debris as a lone volunteer, cleaning
out a warehouse at the UC Davis bee
lab, a labor of Heracles. If the Augean
stables are any metaphor, Schubert
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could save his place: He had a pool
full of water and a pump that could
do it.
But not that night. A blazing hot orange ribbon appeared across a ridge.
Yelle’s soft French-Canadian accent
rose to a pleading holler: “Now!”
Spot fires, ignited by cinders in the
wind, flared up around them as they
dashed to their trucks. Yelle grabbed
the chickens and loaded them into a
container sticky with honey. Schubert
got into his truck with only his shirt
and pants, wallet and cell phone. Yelle
and Harris drove after him, the last
ones down the mountain. Schubert
took a fork in the road and, as Yelle
followed, he disappeared behind a
sudden wall of flames. She swung

Caroline Yelle of Pope Canyon Queens
before the fire with one week’s shipping boxes, each containing 184 queens.
She is one of the few female commercial
queen breeders.
Photo courtesy of Pope Canyon Queens
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Clay Ford tasting honey. He lost most of
his colonies in the California fires and is
building back.
Photo: Kathy Keatley Garvey

down the other branch road, the back
of her truck flaring up on a terrifying
drive east to her place in Winters.
There, they found Schubert safe.
They knew by then that the bees she’d
tried to reach that day were probably
lost. What else, they could not know
until they could get back through the
smoldering landscape.
Beekeeper Clay Ford saw the smoke
from 200 miles away as he was traveling home from Oregon on I-5. Over
the last ten years, he had built up
to 90 hives in six bee yards, placed
miles apart in the Pleasants Valley
area northwest of Vacaville. He was a
familiar sight at the farmers market,
where he sold his Pleasants Valley
Honey Company orange blossom,
blackberry, star thistle, wildflower
and lavender honeys.

A wall of fire races toward the compound of Rick Schubert, a veteran beekeeper partnering in Pope Canyon Queens with Caroline Yelle.
Photo courtesy of Pope Canyon Queens

His hives appeared safe from the
fire burning on the other side of the
hills. He was among many in the Vacaville area who went to bed with the
danger seemingly miles away. Overnight, the Hennessey Fire and the Vacaville Fire joined with others, called
the LNU Lightning Complex, and
raged uncontained, driven by strong
winds. Ford woke up the next morning to falling ash and choking air.
Trevor Tauzer was monitoring the
progress of the fires. He is the fifth

These burned swaths were made by Trevor Tauzer as preventive buffers which, in this
case, defended against the progression of fire. Photo courtesy of Trevor Tauzer
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generation to be raised on the farm
homesteaded by his family in 1861
in Woodland. His father founded the
eponymous Mark Tauzer Apiaries in
1973 with 200 hives. Now, Trevor Tauzer and his wife Claire manage nearly
40,000 colonies to pollinate crops,
raise queens, and market honey under Sola Bee Farms. “When I went to
bed on Tuesday night,” he said, “the
fire was moving away from our sites.”
At that hour, the closest it came was
20 miles from one of his yards and
it was heading in the opposite direction. But the blaze was erratic. “I
started getting messages from people
throughout the hills of Vacaville saying they had to evacuate in the middle
of the night. By the time I reached our
yards early Wednesday morning the
bees were burning.”
In Oregon, ahead of fire propelled
by 40-60 mph winds, George Hansen’s Foothills Honey Company
moved close to 5,000 hives in a couple
of days. “Our homes and warehouses
have been evacuated for more than
a week,” wrote Hansen. He and his
sons Matt and Joe “were left with no
access into the most dangerous fire
zones to try to rescue about 1200 additional colonies.” So far, what they
have found is a “mixed bag of total
loss and miraculous survival. Still no
word on some.”
Unlike A.m. scutellata, bees that can
take off when endangered, European
honey bees are not known to abscond
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when they are disturbed, according
to Marla Spivak of the University
of Minnesota. A laying queen can’t
fly, and slimming her to prepare for
swarming is a long process. Tom Seeley of Cornell University wrote, “I’ve
never been able to induce a colony
to abscond, and I don’t know of any
solid study that reports work on this
topic. Also, I’ve never witnessed a
colony abscond. As you know, it is often said that the reason worker bees
ingest honey when smoked is that
it is in preparation for absconding. I
doubt that this is a correct interpretation of this engorgement behavior.
Rather, it probably ensures that a colony’s workers will have food to tide
them over the flowerless period that
will follow a widespread fire, even if
their combs melt and they lose most
of their honey stores.”
Burning beehives would not have
been a pretty sight. The bees in the
incinerated yards would likely have
stayed put and exhausted themselves fanning against the growing
heat, which could well have killed
many before the flames entered hive
entrances. Melting wax and honey
would have trickled out with the
smell of caramel until the wax came
to the flash point in a thunderous explosion and flames rose up through
the stacked boxes. They could have
stood as white chimneys for long minutes as the fire roared inside through
the kindling-thin frames or slumping
plastic — tall furnaces with fire shooting out the tops. At last, flames would
have engulfed the hives. Phlegethon,
the river of fire at Hades.
Adjacent to a lost Tauzer yard is a
special UC Davis apiary. “We have
been working on a research project
since February,” said Elina Niño, Extension Apiculturist. “The goal is to
develop a model of potential risks and
benefits of specific locations.” To that
end, Davis researchers have joined the
USDA lab at Davis and the California
Department of Pesticide Regulation
to embed sentinel colonies in 20 locations in Solano, Colusa, and Yolo
counties — one of which was this one
in Pleasants Valley. Bernardo Niño
monitors the bees monthly to assess
their health. Pollen is analyzed for
nutritional value and species of pollinator plants as well as for pesticides
to compare with what’s reported to be
used in the fields. A resulting model
could improve access to plant forage
or adjust the timing of pesticides.
“I was surprised any bees were still
there,” said Elina Niño, but two of the
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five study colonies at that location
survived, albeit with bubbled paint.
She wanted to put the loss in perspective after passing a lost home on the
way to the site. At the same time, she
recognizes that each of the hives represents cumulative months of gathering and interpreting data. Although
evaluations will continue, any information gathered now from the site is
compromised because the effect of the
heat on the surviving colonies cannot
be separated from any other factors.
“It’s not only losing a colony, it’s losing everything intellectually that they
stood for,” she said.
Tauzer said that when he went
out that morning, “Many locations
were a total loss. We were unable to
access some areas as the fire had cut
off all access roads and were likely
lost already. We spent the rest of the
day moving hives out from multiple
fronts, Capay to Fairfield.” He was
able to move some pallets away from
others that were in flames. “In all, we
moved around 2400 hives that day.
We lost about 2000.”
He’d prepared well by mowing,
disking and prescribed burning. “But
when you have a fire creating its own
weather and wind, it doesn’t matter
how much of a fire break you make
… it is not going to be good enough.
I count myself fortunate to have only
lost what I did, and was able to move
fast enough to protect many more.”
When Clay Ford was finally able to
get into Pleasants Valley, he found the

hills charred black as far as he could
see. Moving from one to another of
his yards, he said, the colonies “were
just vaporized. I have eight hives
left.” The compounded fires of the
LNU Lightning Complex claimed 73
of his hives, 220 boxes of frames, a
trailer and a flat bed.
“Most of us in Pleasants Valley are
small producers,” he said. Nine families he knew lost everything — houses, barns, orchards, vineyards, olive
groves. The Pleasants Valley Agricultural Association is helping Ford and
all the others raise funds to rebuild.
He is a builder, having designed his
own bottom boards and lids, so he
and his wife Karen will be rebuilding
boxes. And he still has some bees at a
lavender farm in nearby Dixon. “I like
to say, ‘The bees will fly again.’”
Schubert’s road was blocked by
fallen debris. He managed to make
his way around back trails to his farm.
Nothing was left but blackened ruins
of his home, cottage, and workshop.
The office he shared with Yelle was
gone. The wide overhangs he’d built
where they’d stacked their supers and
stored their mating nucs were gone,
all gone.
Schubert had a bee business for
some 40 years, Bee Happy Apiary in
Vacaville, which he sold before he
invested in the business to produce
queens to be sent to Canada. He’d
long worked with Sue Cobey and
the Carniolan bees she has bred back
to subspecies after they had become

George Hansen and his sons’ Foothill Honey Company crew in Oregon move bees
ahead of one of the fires that ravaged the Western States. "All gone" was the message
sent from another location, where they were too late. Photo by George Hansen
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Rick Schubert’s home, which he’d remodeled in anticipation of retiring. It
housed an office, shop and storage for
bee equipment.
Photo courtesy of Pope Canyon Queens

The ruin of Rick Schubert’s compound, leveled by fire, is discovered by Schubert and
Jason Harris, in the background. Photo courtesy of Pope Canyon Queens

mongrelized. Those bees are prized
for their characteristics of overwintering in small clusters, building up very
fast and shutting down when there is
no longer forage. Interestingly, the
Carniolan stock came back by way
of Canada to Pope Valley Queens.
Yelle has since worked closely with
Cobey, calling her “part of our family group.” She’s added genetics from
Cobey’s Caucasian stock, developed
in a Washington State University
germplasm import program. Yelle has
also called on breeder-geneticist Kim
Fondrk. Although Yelle was at first
sending all of her queens to Canada,
she had been increasing U.S. sales.
Now? Yelle and Schubert counted
their losses — probably 500 colonies
from their isolated mating station,
west of Lake Berryessa, near Napa.
Miraculously, a volunteer fire captain named Boone Vale of the Bodega
Bay Fire Department saved some of
her hives at another Pope Valley apiary, north of her larger yards. He was
on his way home when he stopped
to protect some 70 hives by pushing
them away with a bulldozer from 60
that were burning.
Yelle estimated that she had ten
breeder queens remaining. “We are
back to ground zero,” she said. “We
think the same exact lightnings we
feared that morning were the cause of
our loss the same night. We saw the
very beginning of it and the very end
of it too.”
Oregon continued to burn. “With
all the smoke the bees are not flying,”

Joe Hansen wrote. “Authorities are allowing us past roadblocks to save our
livestock unless there is immediate
fire danger, but it is nerve-wracking.
Frankly, I have never seen anything
like that fire in our area. It traveled 20
miles in hours.” If there is any good
news, the Hansens’ field trial colonies
for the VSH Hilo Bee Project — the
subject of an article in last month’s
ABJ — were evacuated and are safe.
A journalist into the burned area
the first day was Kathy Keatley Garvey, Communications Specialist at
UC Davis Dept. of Entomology and
Nemotology. She wrote Shubert, Yelle
and Ford’s stories in her personal blog
(https://ucanr.edu/blogs/bugsquad/,
worth a bookmark). It stirred interest
in helping them rebuild. Pope Valley
Queens already had an offer of woodenware at reduced cost from Paige
and Tom Bennett of Bennett Apiaries
in Red Bluff. Phil Hofland, Schubert’s
friend of 40 years, offered the use of
his shop and the pooling of bee orders
for his discount. Calls are coming in
from people willing to donate bees
and equipment. GoFundMe campaigns are gathering donations (see
directions at end of article). “People
have been generous from all over
north America,” said Yelle, whose
goal is over half met at this writing.
“The community is strong.”
Tauzer was sanguine. “On Thursday, I had an opportunity to assess
some of the sites. No words can express the shock of seeing the loss that
this community endured. Two bee-
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keepers with over 60 years of experience between the two of them lost
their homes” — Schubert and Tom
Parisian, who had run Taber’s Honey
Bee Genetics in Vacaville for over 40
years. “Unfortunately,” he said, “fires
are starting to become something you
manage in California.”
Those who went to bed expecting
what they knew to be normal behavior for a fire are not to be faulted.
There is no known historical precedent for the rapidity that multiple
fires spanned the West Coast and, at
this writing, continue to burn, already
consuming thousands of homes.
What occurred is what is known as
a compound disaster, in which more
than one extreme event takes place
at the same time — a cascading effect like falling dominoes in which a
series of dangers overlap, each triggering or amplifying another. Even
though the number of fall days with
threatening fire weather have more
than doubled since the 1980s, many
researchers had not expected such an
onslaught for several more decades
if greenhouse gas emissions remain
high. Some are calling it a fire siege.
Two indices used to gauge the risk
of fire are the Vapor Pressure Deficit, a
measure of water vapor in the air (expressed as pressure), and the Evaporative Demand Drought Index, which
indicates the thirst of the atmosphere.
Both showed debit aridity at record
levels in a heat wave in the West that
broke monthly temperature records
and sucked moisture out of the envi-
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ronment, baking it into kindling. Coupled with strong, dry offshore winds,
the land became a tinder box when an
extraordinary dry lightning storm —
nearly 9,000 strikes on August 17 —
ignited the fires that have caused, are
causing, so much loss.
“Apocalypse” is used in reports to
describe these fires. The word comes
from Greek meaning “uncover, disclose, reveal.” Perhaps these disasters will compel a clear-eyed look at
the causes. To mitigate decades of fire
suppression that has built up dry underbrush, prescriptive burns are part
of modern management; that said, the
warming atmosphere has dried out
unprecedented amounts of organic
matter and widened the habitat of a
tree-killing beetle. A. Park Williams,
climate scientist at Colombia University Lamont-Doherty Earth Observatory, writes: “The problem isn’t just
years of poor fire management or
climate change, but how the two together amplify fires.”
Smoke is a residual problem for
the bees according to Dewey Caron,
Emeritus Professor at the University
of Delaware and Affiliate Professor
at Oregon State University. He points
out that although the effect of airborne particulate matter on bees is not
known, their oxygen-carbon dioxide
exchange occurs directly at cellular
level. What is known is that smoke
can impede bees’ ability to orient by
polarized light, resulting in reduced
foraging. “So being very ‘smart’ they
elect to sit at home and consume their
stores,” he writes. He recommends
feeding colonies with heavy syrup
and providing water. “If there was
food out there (and there was precious
little pre-windstorm) they certainly
are not getting any of it. We will likely
have a tough winter for our bees.”
Native bee expert Jim Cane, recently retired from the USDA lab at
Logan, Utah, wrote: “Most all ground
nesters should have survived the
fire (which is most species). Possibly vulnerable are those species that
were still active adults if they were
where the fire came through in the
daytime (where it burned at night,
they’d be back in their soil burrows).
Twig nesters are toast, and for wood
nesters, it depends on whether the
heat or combustion of the fire penetrated far enough into their tree bole
cavities.”Bumblebees (Bombus) and
sweat bees (Halictus) are reported to
have done well in severe fire.
Some plants, called pyrophytic, are
even helped by fire. Naturally occur-
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ring fires, lit by lightning or volcanic
activity, have always been part of the
earth’s ecosystem. In addition, for
millennia American Indians regularly
conducted controlled burns, reducing flammable forest understory to
promote rangeland and tree health
by eliminating pests and competitive growth. These anthropogenic
fires added to selection pressures that
shaped North American flora.
Pyrophytic plants have developed
several survival strategies. Some,
like the bee-favorite toyon or Christmas berry, (Heteromeles arbutifolia)
and honeydew-providing scrub oak
(Quercus acutidens x), resprout after a
fire, taking advantage of newly created openings and ash-fertilized soil,.
Some, like ceanothus, have heat-resistant seeds that break their dormancy
with fire. Some species, such as eucalyptus, actually require fire for their
resin-coated seeds to sprout. Smoke
stimulates the germination of whispering bells (Emmenanthe penduliflora), a flower in the borage family.
Woody underground burls of the bee
plants chamise (Adenostoma fasciculatum) and manzanita (Arctostaphylos)
are protected from fire, and the dormant buds regenerate. The underground root system of poison oak
(Toxicodendron diversilobum) also survives fire, and the honey is said to be
itch-free light amber. Some species,
called fire followers, germinate only
after fire. Fire poppy, Papaver californicum, a pollen-producing flower, is
one that can bloom profusely after
fire for several years and disappear
when the chaparral species return.
The seeds remain viable to germinate
at the next fire.
As promising as the phoenix-like
rebirth of this fire-induced forage
sounds, it would not be enough to
feed even a small beekeeping operation, according to Billy Synk, Director
of Pollination Programs for Project
Apis m. And, he said, reseeding is
complex. Working lands, such as orchards and grazing areas, can be reseeded with a few species, but open
land requires far more diversity, and,
depending on location, can be best left
to rejuvenate naturally.
In the meantime, fire season has
lengthened and the painful statistics
are piling up — largest, fastest, worst.
For this time around, “It will take
years to recover,” said Sue Cobey.
A test scientists use to assess the
heat tolerance of bees in a warming
environment is to flip them and gauge
how quickly they can right them-

The LNU Lightning Complex fire in California’s Vacaville area burns through one
of Trevor Tauzer’s yards.
Photo courtesy of Trevor Tauzer

selves. So it is with beekeepers: They
are resilient and have the tenacity to
land on their feet.
TO DONATE:
To support the recovery of
Clay Ford’s bees, contact him at
claysbees@gmail.com, access his
Facebook page at https://www.
facebook.com/ClaysBees/, or text
him at (707)-681-9397. Donations
can be sent to Venmo: @Clay-Ford-5
or checks can be mailed to Clay’s
Bees at 212 Brookdale Drive, Apt.,
1, Vacaville, Calif. 95687. Contact
the Pleasants Valley Agricultural
Association for more information
on how to help the other farmers
who lost their livelihoods and the
residents who lost their homes.
To support the recovery of Pope
Valley Queens, Caroline Yelle has
set up a GoFundMe account, “Help
Us Rebuild to Save the Bees,”
at https://gf.me/u/ys2vtw. She
can be reached at: popecanyonqueens@gmail.com, on Facebook
at: https://www.facebook.com/
popecanyonqueens and Instagram
at: https://www.instagram.com/
popecanyonqueens/?hl=en.
M.E.A. McNeil is a
journalist, Master Beekeeper and Northern
California organic farmer
who lost 13 chickens to
heat stroke as the temperature rose. She can
be reached at: mea@
meamcneil.com.
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