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HOBBYIST QUEENS USING A DOUBLE SCREEN BOARD  

 

A number of years ago, an NRVBA guest speaker, Bill Whitlow, gave a presentation on 

various aspects of how his practices differed from mainstream beekeeping.  One of those 

was on raising queens using a double screen.  The information below comes from my 

notes on his talk, along with modifications based on several years of practice using this 

method. 

What tempted me most to try this procedure is the threefold purpose: to minimize the 

swarming urge by putting the bulk of the nurse bees “upstairs”, away from the queen 

during a prime part of the swarming season; to maximize honey reserves by not having to 

use as much honey to feed brood/nurse bees; and to encourage the upstairs bees to start 

queen cells to keep the line of a good queen going, all without taking a hive out of 

production!   

While it borrows aspects from other methods that have been around for quite a while, I 

haven’t read or heard about this particular means for hobbyists to raise up to a dozen or so 

queens without grafting.  It’s a bit on the labor-intensive side, but it’s relatively cheap and 

quite effective. 

I have distilled the essence of the technique to one written page and a few slides.  I think it 

presents a clear explanation of how hobbyist beekeepers can produce a handful of queens 

without grafting.  Okay, maybe not crystal clear—it’ll probably take a couple of read-

throughs-- but it’s all there in both words and pictures, and it works. I’ve used this method 

almost every year since I’ve learned it with excellent results. 

I’ll give the more complete description and rationale here, then readers should be able to 

follow the “distilled” page and pictures when it comes time to put it into practice. 

 

We all recognize that in the spring, when bee populations grow rapidly, nurse bees are apt 

to proceed with swarming.  While not all aspects of swarming are completely understood, I 

remember reading, although I can’t give proper attribution, that one of the triggers for 

swarm cell production, closely associated with overcrowding, is when queen pheromone 

which is spread bee-to-bee bee (beginning with the nurse bees that groom the queen) 

becomes too faint due to a too-large population. 

 

If we start with a strong, well-fed hive during a spring nectar flow, we’ve already got most 

of the ingredients for swarming.  If we then isolate most of the nurse bees away from the 

queen, we deny the bee-to-bee spread of queen pheromone and stimulate the production 

of “well-fed” swarm cells, that is, large queen cells with lots of royal jelly inside.  Assuming 

your chosen hive has a queen with desirable traits, her daughter queens are likely to have 

those traits as well, depending also on the local drone population, of course. 
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In applying this technique, it helps greatly to have a spare hive body and a couple towels 

or other hive covers on hand.  I’m also a proponent of using screened rather than solid 

bottom boards. Throughout your frame examinations, look closely for the queen; she must 

be positively identified and carefully placed in the lower hive body.   

 

Begin by removing any honey supers from your chosen hive and setting them aside. Next, 

remove the upper hive body and set it beside your spare hive body on a top cover or other 

flat surface on the ground.  Examine the frames that are in the upper hive body, retaining 

any with significant amounts of eggs, larva, or pollen, and putting those with lots of 

honey/nectar, capped brood, or empty cells in the spare hive body.  (Hint: Put those that 

clearly do not belong in the upper hive body on one side of the spare hive body, and the 

“iffy” ones on the other side. You can decide later when you’re balancing out the 10 (or 8) 

frames per hive body where you want them to end up.)  If the bees get a bit agitated, cover 

the various bee boxes with a towel or other hive cover as you continue working.  Next, 

evaluate frames that are in the lower hive body, retaining any with lots of honey/nectar, 

capped brood, or empty cells, and putting those with significant amounts of eggs, larva, or 

pollen in the upper hive body.  “Iffy” ones can go in the spare hive body.  Finally, transfer 

appropriate frames from the spare hive body to the lower and upper hive bodies, wherever 

they fit best.  It’s very unlikely, particularly at “week 0,” that it will work out such that exactly 

50 percent of the frames have all the eggs, larva and pollen, and the other 50 percent have 

all the capped brood, empty cells, and honey/nectar.  That’s OK, lots of frames will contain 

multiple materials; just give it your best shot based on the predominant contents of each 

frame.  If you didn’t see the queen, I recommend you go back and look for her; she must 

be positively identified and carefully placed in the lower hive body, or you’ll set your efforts 

back by a week at minimum. Don’t forget to look in any honey supers you might have 

removed. After the queen is located, it’s a good idea to shake most of the bees into the 

upper hive body to ensure nearly all the nurse bees wind up “upstairs.”   

 

Now, for hive configuration. You should have your lower hive body on top of a bottom 

board.  If you have one or more honey supers, put them on next; a queen excluder below 

the honey supers is optional, but recommended for greater ease in locating the queen 

during subsequent inspections. Next, put the double screen board on top of the honey 

supers, if any, and if not, directly above the lower hive body.  

 

Open one of the upper doors in the double screen board, let’s arbitrarily say the one on the 

left. Place the upper hive body above the double screen board.  Add a hive top feeder and 

the top cover and the configuration is complete. 

 

Let’s step back and evaluate the results of what you’ve done.  The queen will continue to 

lay eggs in empty cells in the lower hive body.  All the field bees, even the ones that got 

relocated “upstairs” will go out foraging and return to the main hive entrance in the lower 
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hive body, because that’s the entrance they’re most familiar with.  With little to no brood to 

feed, nearly all the nectar the field bees bring in will be turned into honey reserves in the 

lower hive body or in the honey supers, if present.  The bulk of the nurse bees were on the 

frames with uncapped brood, which are now in the upper hive body away from the queen.  

Lots of nurse bees, lots of food resources, lots of uncapped brood in all stages of 

development, and a dearth of queen pheromone will shortly lead to multiple large, well-fed 

queen cells!  If your feel your colony wasn’t all that strong, you can shake in more nurse 

bees from other hives, making sure not to transfer the queen. 

 

Initially after reconfiguration you’re unlikely to see any bees returning to the open door on 

the double screen board.  However, after several days some of the older nurse bees in the 

upper hive body will “graduate” to field bee status and begin forays for nectar, pollen, 

water, and propolis.  These bees return to the only entrance they know, in the double 

screen board. 

 

A week after the reconfiguration, “week 1,” you’re going to repeat most of what you did 

initially. Remove the upper hive body and set it beside your spare hive body on a top cover 

or other flat surface on the ground.  Separate the frames that are in the upper hive body, 

as you did before, retaining any with significant amounts of uncapped brood and 

transferring those with predominantly capped brood and/or empty cells, without bees, into 

the spare hive body.  Look carefully for queen cells. If you find any frames with capped 

queen cells, transfer these individual frames plus adhering bees to an empty nucleus hive 

or queen castle.  Supplement the queen cell frame in the nuc or queen castle with frames 

(and bees if desired) containing honey, pollen, and brood from other hives.  If a frame has 

only uncapped queen cells, leave it in the upper hive body another week.  Next, like 

before, separate frames that are in the lower hive body, retaining any with lots of 

honey/nectar, capped brood, and empty cells, and putting those with significant amounts of 

uncapped brood (plus bees), and pollen in the upper hive body.  Finally, transfer the 

frames from the spare hive body to the lower or upper hive body, balancing to get the best 

combination of the proper number of frames in each hive body.  If you removed frames 

with queen cells, then as you balance out frames in the upper and lower hive bodies, put 

the full complement of frames upstairs and insert additional frames with drawn comb or 

bare foundation (or even frames with capped brood from another hive) downstairs.  Again, 

you must positively identify the queen and ensure she stays in the lower hive body. 

 

As you put your hive boxes back together, close the upper door on the double screen 

board that had been open, and open the door immediately below it.  Next open the upper 

door around the corner; in our example this would be the upper center door of the double 

screen board. 

 

Once again, let’s evaluate the results of what you’ve done.  No change for the queen--

she’ll continue to lay eggs in empty cells in the lower hive body.  All the upstairs nurse 
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bees that had graduated to being field bees will go out foraging and return to the only 

entrance they know, which was on the left side of the double screen board. However the 

upper door which led to the upper hive body is now closed.  These new field bees will 

instead enter the lower double screen board door less than an inch from their accustomed 

entrance, which directs them downstairs with the other field bees.  Meanwhile, upstairs we 

have the same situation as before: lots of nurse bees, lots of food resources, lots of 

uncapped brood in all stages of development, and a dearth of queen pheromone which will 

shortly lead to more large, well-fed queen cells.  

 

Repeat for week 2, week 3 etc. until you have harvested all the queen cells you want. 

When you reach that point, look very carefully for additional queen cells, then put 

everything back in its original, traditional configuration.  I strongly recommend closely 

examining the upper hive body for queen cells again one week later, and then you can 

revert to your normal inspection schedule.   

 

While there are no guarantees, if done correctly you’ll likely benefit not only from quality 

queens and potentially enhanced honey reserves, but as a result of the nurse bees having 

produced queen cells then being reunited with their still strong and productive queen (in 

addition to removing frames of nurse bees and queen cells), you will have severely 

dampened the swarming urge of this strong hive.  

 

That’s it!  Assuming you already have a hive top feeder and spare hive body, the cost is 

your time and an investment in a double screen board (about $17-$20).  If you wanted to 

raise queens, you would have had to make or buy a box or container for each queen 

anyway, so I won’t include that cost as exclusive to this technique.  I received a Christmas 

gift of a queen castle (also sold as a queen-rearing hotel available for $42-$44, plus 

telescoping top cover for $25-$30) several years ago.  It’s basically a hive box with four 2-

frame compartments each with an entrance in one of the four faces of the box.  I had so 

much fun using it to raise queens, I got a second one the next Christmas, and routinely 

raise queens for all my hives and nucs, as well as making a few available to members of 

the NRVBA. 

 

Good luck and I hope this method brings you as much pleasure, and as much bee 

knowledge, as it has me! 


