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When was the last time you saw 
a honeybee in your flower garden? 
Maybe you’ve observed one landing on 
a purple coneflower by your backdoor 
and thought it was the perfect picture 
of summer. It is, but it’s a picture that’s 
becoming less common in the United 
States, and the result may not only be 
fewer blooms on the plants around 
your house but reduced production 
of some of the nuts and fruits that are 
staples of our diets.

Honeybees are dying off in alarming 
numbers. Commercial beekeepers began 
noticing the problem in 2006, with many 

reporting 30% to 90% losses in their 
hives. Termed colony collapse disorder 
(CCD), the phenomenon is defined by 
the presence of a live queen with few or 
even no adult honeybees present. 

But why should you care?
Winged pollinators such as honey-

bees account for some $15 billion in 
crop value in the United States, particu-
larly nuts, berries, and fruits. According 
to the USDA’s Agricultural Research 
Center, one in every three mouthfuls 
of the food we digest in this country 
is affected directly or indirectly by 
honeybee pollination. »
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For example, in California some 1.3 million colo-
nies of bees pollinate the state’s vitally important 
almond crop. “Almonds are 100% reliant on insect 
pollination,” says Jeff Pettis, research leader at the 
Agricultural Research Center Bee Research Lab in 
Beltsville, Maryland. “Almond trees will not set fruit 
without an active pollinator.”

Other crops especially dependent on pollinators 
are apples, pears, cherries, blueberries, cranberries, 
cucumbers, watermelon, and squash.

Overall, says Pettis, honeybee colonies in the 
United States have declined by some 30% in the last 
three years. So what’s causing CCD? Scientists aren’t 

sure. “It’s not one factor,” says Pettis. “It’s many 
factors coming together. Bees have been dying 
for a number of years due to starvation, pesticide 
exposure, and poor nutrition.” Once bees have been 
weakened by such factors, they become especially 
vulnerable to parasites such as Nosema, a single-cell 
fungus that lives in a bee’s gut. 

Commercially raised honeybees are brought in 
to pollinate commercial crops because local popula-
tions of pollinators are not substantial enough to do 
the job. Large-scale agricultural production, as it is 
practiced today, says Pettis, could not thrive without 
commercially raised honeybees Native bee colonies 
stick to field margins, so small agricultural plots can 
do well enough without commercial bees, but vast 
acreages of crops cannot. 

That being said, there are situations in which 
native pollinators can fill the gaps left by honeybees. 
Alfalfa leafcutter bees and bumblebees will pollinate 
certain crops, but they tend to be more specialized. 
“Honeybees are good generalist pollinators,” explains 
Pettis, “and they’re available throughout the year.”

The USDA is advising commercial beekeepers to 
be vigilant about managing their hives to keep their 
honeybee populations healthy. This means treating 
the bees for parasitic mites, giving them supple-
mental feedings (as their normal pollination activi-
ties often are not enough), and communicating with 
local farmers to prevent them from spraying crops 
with pesticides when plants are in bloom. 

The USDA, which has five pollinator labs, four 
devoted exclusively to honeybees, is working to 
better understand CCD and how to address it. “We 
must understand the value pollinators bring to our 
diets,” Pettis says. “The same thing can be said for 
wildlife that also often set seeds. If pollinators go 
away, it will affect all of us.”

DEBORAH R. HUSO is a freelance writer based in  
Blue Grass, Virginia. Author of the book Moon Blue 
Ridge & Smoky Mountains, she frequently writes 
about travel, agriculture, wildlife, the environment,  
and outdoor recreation.

HOW TO MAKE A 
HABITAT FOR HONEYBEES

Short of becoming a hobby beekeeper, is there 
anything you can do to promote a healthier 
landscape for bees? Absolutely. And doing so 
may not only help pollinate your own garden 
but perhaps also the fields and orchards of 
neighboring farmers. Consider planting a 
pollinator-friendly garden. It doesn’t have to be 
large. Even a 10- X 10-foot flower garden filled 
with the flowering plants honeybees love will 
do. And the good news is, as bees pollinate your 
flowers, it will increase seed and fruit produc-
tion, meaning your plants will likely sport more 
and more blooms every season. 

Here’s a short list of plants bees love: holly-
hocks, asters, purple coneflowers, Russian sage, 
salvia, lavender, black-eyed Susans, sunflowers, 
cosmos, bee balm, thyme, and mint.

Another important tip: Bees tend to favor 
blue blossoms because they can see the infrared 
spectrum better. They don’t get quite so excited, 
however, about white flowers.

For more information on how you can help 
honeybees, visit The Great Sunflower Project at 
www.greatsunflower.org.
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R E C I P E S

Honey Butter

8 ounces European style butter
1⁄4 cup fresh local honey

Allow the butter to soften. With an electric beater 
or the whip attachment in a stand mixer, whip the 
butter. Add the honey and mix to combine. Spread 
on plastic wrap (which I set on a sushi rolling mat) 

and roll into a cylindrical shape. Twist the ends to 
seal and refrigerate. The butter will harden  
and is then ready to use.

TD&N Nutrient Analysis (based on 16 servings): Calories: 

118; Total Fat: 11 g; Saturated Fat: 7 g; Polyunsaturated 

Fat: 0 g; Monounsaturated Fat: 3 g; Cholesterol: 30 mg; 

Sodium: 2 mg; Carbohydrates: 4 g; Fiber: 0 g; Protein: 0 g



Medieval Beer Bread

They say man cannot survive on bread alone. But 
with some wine or beer and something to slather 
on a slice, I believe you not only survive but also 
prosper. The art of making bread is ancient and, 
before the days of grocery stores and bread 
machines, was a necessary but labor-intensive craft. 

The benefits of fresh, locally sourced ingredients 
are often lacking in today’s soul-less mass-produced 
product. This recipe for some “loaves of love” is 
derived from a medieval bread recipe. I’ve included 
the addition of various whole grains such as wheat 
and rye to add a depth of flavor and a dose of the 
health benefits associated with consumption of 
whole grains. The beer is included right in the bread, 

and a darker beer yields 
a more complex flavor. 

Before refined 
sugar, and still superior 
with a host of health 
benefits (it was consid-
ered a medicine in the 
Middle Ages) is honey, 
which is used to flavor the 
bread and provide sugars to 
kick-start the yeast. A slab of 
honey butter (recipe on page 27) is 
the perfect topping for this Medieval Beer 
Bread. You can use this for small individual loaves; 
just reduce the cooking time to about 15 minutes.

42 ounces unbleached white flour

2 ounces corn or rice flour

2 ounces rye flour

2 ounces wheat flour

1 tablespoon salt

2 tablespoons honey

2 cups water (105 to 115°F)

2 packages dry active yeast

22 ounces beer (I use Rogue’s Dead Guy Ale)

Combine and mix the flours and salt. Since I use a 
stand mixer with a dough hook, I divide the flour into 
two portions, 2 pounds for each. Likewise, mix the 
liquid portion and divide into two 21⁄2-cup portions, 
one for each portion of dry ingredients. Depending 
on the humidity, etc, you may need to add a few 
tablespoons of white flour as the mixture progresses. 

Place the honey and warm water together. Add 
and bloom the yeast for a few minutes, then add 
the beer. Divide in half as directed above if you are 
doing two batches. 

Add the wet ingredients to the dry and mix. The 
dough should cleanly pull away from the sides of 
the bowl. If it remains too sticky, slowly add 1 or 2 
tablespoons of white flour. When the dough forms 
a ball and pulls away from the sides of the bowl, 
continue to knead with the dough hook for another 

HEALTH BENEFITS OF HONEY

Who doesn’t have a jar of honey in the refrigerator? 
It’s almost as common a staple as sugar, but it tends 
to be used a lot less. But if you sweeten cereals or 
berries with sugar, consider using honey instead. 
While Dawn Jackson Blatner, RD, LDN, author of 
The Flexitarian Diet and an American Dietetic Asso-
ciation (ADA) spokesperson, notes that while honey 
contains a lot of empty calories as does sugar, the 
sticky syrup has its health advantages. 

A known antioxidant, it has also been shown 
in some studies to lower cholesterol and help 
with blood glucose levels. “It’s also like a natural 
Neosporin because it has antibacterial properties,” 
says Blatner. Eating honey can help boost your 
immune system, and putting it on your skin can 
help fight acne.  

This is not to say you should start eating a 
spoonful of honey every day. (After all, 1 table-
spoon packs more than 60 calories.) But it’s a great 
sugar substitute both because it’s sweeter than 
sugar, meaning you’ll likely use less, and because it 
contains minerals that sugar doesn’t, such as potas-
sium and even a little calcium.
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5 minutes. Remove the 
dough ball and place in a 
lightly oiled bowl. 

Oil the top of the dough, 
cover, and allow to double 
in height (about two hours) 

in a warm location. Divide 
into two balls (or smaller, indi-

vidual-sized loaves) and allow 
to proof, oiled and covered on a 

baking sheet, for another hour or so. 
Cut an “X” or three slashes across the top. 

Place into a 450˚F oven. When preheating the 
oven, add a pan of water on the bottom rack. You may 
also baste the top of the bread with melted butter and 
add salt or herbs as you please.

TD&N Nutrient Analysis (based on 24 servings): Calories: 

222; Total Fat: 1 g; Saturated Fat: 0 g; Polyunsaturated Fat: 

0 g; Monounsaturated Fat: 0 g; Cholesterol: 0 mg; Sodium: 

293 mg; Carbohydrates: 46 g; Fiber: 2 g; Protein: 6 g

Dijon and Citron-Honey Mead Lamb Chops

Grilled meat is great any time of year and so is mead, 
served chilled during the warmer weather and mulled 
with spices during the colder. No doubt one of man’s 
most ancient alcoholic brews, mead was used as a 
medicinal tonic derived from healthful honey. Together, 
it is a sweet, natural pair straight from the pasture. 

I love serving grilled lamb loin chops because 
each delectable chop serves as its own portion 
control (I use two small chops per person). The deli-
cate lamb flavor is accentuated with a dash of Dijon 
and citrus-honey and thyme notes from the mead 
reduction. A drizzle of reduction prior to serving 
brings the flavors of the meadow to the palate.

Lamb loin chops

Salt

Pepper

2 tablespoons Citron, Thyme, and Honey Mead 

Reduction (recipe follows)

1 tablespoon Dijon mustard

Thyme leaves for garnish

Season the lamb with salt and pepper. Combine 
the mead reduction and Dijon mustard and coat 
both sides of the chops. Grill the chops until rare to 
medium rare. Allow the chops to rest, then drizzle 
with additional mead reduction, garnish, and serve.

TD&N Nutrient Analysis (based on 2 servings): Calories: 

403; Total Fat: 17 g; Saturated Fat: 6 g; Polyunsaturated 

Fat: 1 g; Monounsaturated Fat: 7 g; Cholesterol: 162 mg; 

Sodium: 323 mg; Carbohydrates: 6 g; Fiber: 0 g; Protein: 51 g

Note: Analysis based on the use of 12 ounces  
of lamb chops.

Citron, Thyme, and Honey Mead Reduction

1 tablespoon honey

21⁄2 cups mead (honey wine)*

1 cup sliced citron*
3⁄4 ounce fresh thyme sprigs

Combine all ingredients, bring to a boil, reduce 
the heat, and simmer to reduce the volume by two 
thirds. Filter through a fine mesh sieve. Store in an 
airtight container in the refrigerator. 

*Mead can be found in most places that sell wine. 
If you do not have citron (also known as Buddha’s 
hand or Buddha’s fingers), you can substitute thin 
lemon slices.

TD&N Nutrient Analysis (estimated per tablespoon):  

Calories: 28; Total Fat: 0 g; Saturated Fat: 0 g; Polyun-

saturated Fat: 0 g; Monounsaturated Fat: 0 g; Choles-

terol: 0 mg; Sodium: 0 mg; Carbohydrates: 4 g; Fiber: 0 g; 

Protein: 0 g

MICHAEL FENSTER, MD, FACC, FSCA&I, PEMBA, is a 
chef and practicing cardiologist on staff with Cardiology 
Specialists of Florida at Hernando Heart Clinic.

Dijon and  
Citron-Honey 
Mead Lamb 
Chops
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