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UniverCity is a sustainable urban community for 10,00 0 people on 
Burnaby Mountain, within walking distance to Simon F raser University.

Our returns are measured in 
more than just dollars.

�@arrive at work at 7:00 p.m. nervous, excited, and a little un-
sure. I'm wearing an old pair of jeans Ð I don't ca re if they 

get wrecked, they're flared Ð and my SFU sweatshirt  from 1st-
year. I have my hair in a ponytail threaded through  a painter's 
cap I stole from the liquor store I used to work at ; they were 
free with the purchase of 12 Kokanee so I don't feel like it was 
really theft. This is my first overnight shift and I just hope I 
have the stamina to keep going all night. I am a be ekeeper.

I started working for the Honeybee Centre last summ er, 
mostly extracting honey from honeycomb, as well as bottling 
honey, and helping out in the store and with variou s com-
munity events. I fell in love with the job and deci ded that this 
summer I would ask to do more: I wanted to be out i n the 
field doing actual beekeeping. Truth be told, I had  no idea just 
exactly what this would entail. 

I was on the job for one week when they asked me to start 
working nights. Being eager to prove that I'm just as capable 
as any of the guys, I said `yes' without even asking what I 
would be doing. When they informed me that on my fi rst shift 
I would be working alongside a man I had never met,  I got a 
little more nervous, but I kept telling myself ever ything would 
be fine as long as I was given plenty of instructio n. 

After arriving right on time Ð I would have been ev en 
more prompt had I not pulled over to photograph the  big-
gest rainbow I've ever seen Ð I was introduced to m y new 
coworker: ªRyan, Beekeeper, meet Maia, Beekeeper.º I felt 
this title was a little premature given my novice a bilities, but 
was still somewhat chuffed that my boss would besto w such 
a rank upon me. 

As far as I understood, the nightshift wouldn't be all that 
different from the dayshift: I would have to strap and unstrap 
truckloads of beehives, light smokers in order to c onfuse the 
bees and keep them out of our way, and help guide t he forklift 
or truck through (dark) fields about to receive the ir springtime 
pollinators. The major difference, I would soon lea rn, was that 
during the day we finish when eight hours are up; o vernight, 
we keep working until the job is done. 

Ryan comes from a family of beekeepers and hails from 
small-town Alberta. He can't be that much older tha n I am, 
but I find out that he has a wife, plus a two-year- old and an 
eight-month-old, who are all staying in a nearby ho tel until 
the bee work is done. They must be an incredibly pa tient clan 
because they've already been confined to these noma dic con-
ditions for 10 days at this point and it's not over  yet. I'm confi-
dent, though, that he will play the role of my supe rior because 
that's what everyone else I've worked with has done .

Clearly our introduction has given him the impressi on that 
I know what I'm doing Ð or at least that I know a b it about the 
business I work for Ð so he begins our night by ask ing me 
a series of questions which make me look like a pri ze idiot. 
I didn't feel too bad about not knowing the exact n umber of 
colonies my boss has this year, (I'm mostly a yes-m an, the 
big guys don't have any reason to bombard me with q uarterly 

figures), but when I couldn't tell him the fastest way from Sur-
rey to Maple Ridge, I started to feel like a bit of  a jackass. 

On all of the day shifts I had worked so far Ð a wh opping 
cumulative total of seven Ð I mostly had to follow my fore-

man around, helping out wherever I was needed and j oining 
the other beekeepers in more specific tasks, like t ransferring 
the winter colonies into larger hives so they can f lourish over 
the summer. I was given instructions along with eac h new 
task and in the light of day it's pretty easy to mi mic what the 
others are doing when you zone out and forget what you're 
supposed to be doing.

I naturally assumed that my new Albertan friend wou ld be 
ready to tell me what he needed me to do, so when we arrived 
at the first yard to pick up a truckload of hives, I thought I'd 
follow his lead and walk across the field. Being a bit slow on 
the ol' uptake, it didn't occur to me that maybe he  might be 
answering a call of nature when he wandered off tow ards the 
bushes at the edge of the yard Ð I got about 12 paces before I 
blushed furiously and turned back toward the truck. 

�Nith the help of his newly acquired GPS and my fresh -
est batch of chocolate-peanut butter chip cookies, we 

made it through six out of our seven deliveries. At  1:00 a.m. 
we met up with the boss and the other beekeeper on duty and 
headed into to town to grab a coffee and a donut at  the only 
place open at that hour. Muddy and tired, we slogge d into 
Timmy's and sat down. I learned that we were schedu led to 
meet a truck with 300 hives on its way in from Alberta, at 2:00 
a.m., but my boss informed us that the driver had e ncoun-
tered some mechanical difficulty and wouldn't be in  town 
until a little after 4:00 a.m.

I'm very lucky to work for someone who cares about his 
employees and their sanity; rather than letting us curl up 
in the cabs of our trucks to get a bit of shut-eye (it would've 
been a little crowded, and a lot awkward, sharing t hree trucks 
between one girl and three guys), the boss instead managed 
to get us a corporate rate on a couple of rooms at the nearby 
Ramada. I only felt a tiny tinge of guilt at the th ought of the 

three of them sorting out the sleeping arrangement in their 
room while I stretched out across my two queens and  settled 
down for a short nap. 

A mere three hours later my phone rang and we were up 
and at èm. This was the first time I have been paid to take a 
legitimate nap on the clock Ð in the past it was sq ueezed into 
a half-hour break, or a 20-minute period where my c o-worker 
kept an eye on the store in exchange for her own tu rn to catch 
a few Zs. However, I still never feel great being jolted awake by 
multiple phone calls at 20 passed four, jumping bac k into my 
filthy cover-alls, and heading back out to a dark f arm to begin 
unloading more bees. 

Naturally, there were a few more set backs; knockin g over 
a couple pallets of hives with the slight misplacem ent of a 
forklift fork, misreading a map and placing a half- dozen hives 
in the wrong area of a blueberry field Ð the kind o f setbacks 
everyone encounters at the office, or, you know, wh erever it is 
that you work. By 8:00 a.m. I was no longer shocked by what 
Howard Stern was saying on his radio show, I had ru n out of 
cookies, my water bottle was empty, and I was ready  to take 
off my work boots. 

�Ne hitched the forklift to the trailer one last time  and hit 
the road back to Honeybee Centre, and not long afte r, 

our soft, welcoming beds. It being nine in the morn ing, we 
hit heavy commuter traffic on our way out of Maple Ridge 
or Pitt Meadows, or wherever that last muddy bluebe rry field 
was. By the time we got back to home base it was 10:00 a.m.: 
I had been on shift for 15 hours. This might sound appalling, 
but an average night at the newspaper can be just as long, and 
neither of these jobs pays overtime. 

All the other characters (a.k.a. employees) were at HBC 
when we got back and they were curious to hear abou t our 
night. We told them about the rain and the truck br eaking 
down and our three-hour nap; my teasing co-worker, Mike, 
didn't hesitate to get in his final slight of the d ay, calling me 
a princess for getting a room to myself eight and a  half hours 
earlier. People were a little shocked to hear that we'd been out 
for that long, but it wasn't really big news to the m, as they hear 
about these kinds of nights all the time. As for me , I needed 
to steal a cup of coffee before I could hit the roa d back to 
Burnaby, there was no way I would make it without a  final jolt 
of caffeine.

I like what I do; I'm always learning, I stay in pr etty good 
shape, and I contribute directly to the production of one-third 
of the world's food production. Also, I'm never dep rived of 
entertaining conversation for dinner parties. So th e next time 
you grab a bite Ð be it a fresh plate of fruit and veggies, or a 
blueberry muffin Ð try to think about the effort th at went into 
procuring the ingredients necessary to produce the food you 
eat. Not only will you strike a blow at the structu re of out con-
sumer society by acknowledging labour, but your mea l will 
probably taste even better because of it. 
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