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The Queen Cell Builder



What to remember for 
setting up to make cells
◼ The builder is the most important thing in making 

queen cells. If this is correct then you will make 
viable cells for what you graft correctly.

◼ The quantity of bees must match the number of 
cells being produced.

◼ Hive conditions are paramount. Crowded Lots and 
lots of nursery bees 7 to 14 days old and festooning 
“making wax by chaining themselves together”.

◼ Picking a hive with too few bees will not accomplish 
the cell building task.



Why you should raise 
your own queens!

◼ Much interest has been generated concerning East 
Texas Raised Queens from local stock.

◼ The many advantages of East Texas Raised queens. 
1) They can be raised and mated to stock already 

here.
2) They are tried and tested for the climate of 

Texas.
3) If raised locally the queens will be in better 

condition than if put into shipping cages and placed 
in the mail from out of state or an ocean away.

◼ First year queens that are well bred will normally 
out produce older queens and make more honey.



Bees rear queens because 
of one of four conditions:

◼ Emergency-Queen lost to being rolled.

– There is suddenly no queen. 

◼ Supercedure-Old Queen

– The bees think the queen is failing.

◼ Reproductive Swarming-Spring buildup

– The bees decide there are resources and enough of the 
season left to cast a swarm without endangering the 
survival of the colony.

◼ Overcrowding Equals Swarming impulse-late on supering

– The bees decide that there are too many bees and not 
enough room or not enough stores to continue under the 
current conditions. Rainy seasons can cause this condition.



Swarm Cells at the 
bottom of the frames



Supercedure of Queen or 
Loss of Queen:Emergency



Some Biological facts 
with queen rearing…..
◼ Queens are produced from 

fertilized eggs.

◼ Fertilized eggs produce both 
workers and queens.



The Queen timeline

Egg laid Larva Pupa Adult

Day One

to day three

Day four to 
nine.  Cell 
sealed on 
approx-
imately day 
eight

Day nine 

to15

Day 16

Adult virgin 
queen 
emerges 
from cell



What the cycle looks like



The Three casts of  the 
bee kingdom



Reminders for Cell Builder
PICK A GOOD STRONG 
HIVE!!!!
◼ Starting with a strong hive of 

festooning bees, add extra nurse bees.



The Grafting Method 
MOVING LARVA to cell cups

◼ Doolittle System
◼ This system requires the removal of young 

larva (less than 24 hrs old) from its worker 
cell and this larva is placed into a cell cup. 
(Either plastic or wax).

◼ The cell cups are placed on a bar within a 
frame and this frame is placed in a cell 
builder hive for the bees to feed the larva 
and create queen cells.

◼ With plenty of festooning nursery bees of 
the correct age the work will be done 
easily and quickly with a good graft.



The Right Methods
◼ You will need a hive to build the cells, some use a 

queen right method others queenless.

◼ The presence of a queen normally suppresses the 
workers that are doing the cell work.

◼ Queens that are free in the work area will normally 
tear down the cells unless she is in a swarm mode.

◼ Putting together the cell builder and shaking bees 
from other hives can put a queen in the cell builder.

◼ By using a method of shaking bees from the open 
brood frames off and moving them above an 
excluder allows a queen free shake of those frames.

◼ Graft the 24 hour or less larva size and be 
consistent with your larva size.



Right Size larva to graft



Chinese graft tool



Common metal graft tool



Another larva size view



Requirements to raise 
queens
◼ Fertilized eggs or larva.

◼ A cell builder hive supplied with a 
large population of festooning well 
fed nurse bees.

◼ Hive well supplied with syrup and 
pollen.

◼ Conditions created to cause the 
bees to build queen cells.

◼ Close attention to calendar dates.

◼ Each queen to be raised must have 
a separate compartment or hive of 
her own.

◼ NOTE: If a Queen enters a 
cell builder the process will 
stop and cells torn down!!!!



Cell Bar with Nurse BEES



Fertilized eggs or larva.

◼ If you are going to 
raise queens, why not 
try to raise the best 
you can!

◼ Select for 
characteristics that are 
important to you.

◼ Avoid any stock that is 
aggressive, prone to 
swarm, etc.



A cell builder hive supplied with a large 
population of well fed nurse bees.
The cell builder I use.

◼ My cell builder was used to 
start and finish queen cells.  
Thus the cell bar frame with 
young larva) is placed into 
the center of this hive and 
it remains there until the 
queen cells are ready for 
harvest.

◼ When queen cells are 
harvested, I use the bees 
and frames to build nuc’s.



Hive well supplied with syrup and 
pollen.

◼ It is important that the cell builder 
hive is supplied with syrup before 
queen cells are started and after they 
are placed into the hive.  

◼ It is important to provide frames of 
pollen to the hive.  (Note– some 
individuals use pollen patties)



Conditions created to cause the 
bees to build queen cells.

◼ “To produce good queen cells, the 
conditions that exist in nature when a 
strong colony produces cells under the 
swarming impulse should be 
approximated.”

◼ From Queen Rearing and Bee Breeding by Harry H. Laidlaw Jr and Robert 
Page Jr.  Page 44

◼ Thus, the following needs to be observed……



Conditions created to cause the 
bees to build queen cells.

1. Crowded condition of the brood nest. 

2. An over-abundance of festooning nurse bees – to build the wax 
queen cells and create the production of royal jelly “Queen 
Food.”

3. Nurse bee Comb builders stimulated by feeding syrup.

4. Good supply of pollen – used producing royal jelly.

5. Good ventilation

6. Lack of queen substance (pheromones).  If present, it 
suppresses queen rearing. (Queen-less hive)

7. Presence of selected young larva.

8. NOTE: A returning mated queen or shook queen from another 
hive will stop the process. Check the hive for queen if hive 
does not immediately start the work on your graft frame.



How I build my cell 
builder
◼ I start with a bottom board, an empty deep super and a 

division board feeder.

◼ I fill the division board feeder with syrup and keep it full.

◼ I shake three or four 2 pound packages of bees to put into my 
cell builder.  Sometimes this might be 3 pounds in each 
package.  The number of worker bees determines the number 
of queens to be raised.

◼ I collect 5 frames of capped brood.  I try to avoid any with 
eggs but sometimes it can not be avoided. I get 2 good 
frames of honey and pollen.  I also insert one frames of new 
foundation –which is removed when the cell bars are placed 
into the hive.  This is a great way to get new foundation 
started. This allows a longer lived Cell builder.

◼ I check for emergency queen cells two days later and place 
my grafted cell bars into the hive.



My cell builder

◼ I add a shallow super with new 
foundation above the deep hive 
body. It provides cluster space 
above the cell bars.  I use no 
queen excluder. This is an excellent 
way to get new foundation drawn.

◼ A hive like this one shown will 
produce over 100 queen cells.

◼ The bees are used to stock new 
nuc’s several days before the 
queen cells are harvested. There 
are a lot of bees on the outside of 
this hive because I shake all bees 
off frames checking for emergency 
unwanted queen cells.



Close attention to calendar dates

◼ Queens are produced from an egg in approximately 16 days.

◼ Thus if we graft a young larva (4 days old - 3 days as an egg 
and 1 day as a new small larva) the new virgin queen 
produced from that larva will emerge from her queen cell in 
12 days + or – a few hours.

◼ Queens must be harvested before they emerge. This is usually 
10 to 11 days after the graft. 

◼ Otherwise, the first to emerge will kill the other queens by 
cutting down queen cells.  



Each queen to be raised must have a 
separate compartment or hive of her 
own. Also know as a SPLIT.

◼ My nuc’s are deep five 
frame boxes.  I can move 
standard deep frames into 
them and use the frames at 
the end of the year to build 
additional hives with the 
bees and queens still 
remaining.

◼ They are easy to build and 
often from scrap lumber.



Different size splits 
3,4,5,6,and 8 frames



REASONS TO SPLIT

◼ To prevent swarms.

◼ To get more hives. 

◼ To requeen. 

◼ To get more production. 

◼ To get less production (for people who 
don't want too many hives or too 
many bees). 

◼ To raise queens. 



Split considerations
Both resulting colonies need:
◼ Queen or the resources to make one
◼ Adequate supply of honey and pollen
◼ Adequate supply of bees

– Account for drift back to the original site

◼ Natural structure in the brood nest. 
– Brood combs belong together. 
– Drone brood goes on the outside edge
– Pollen and honey go outside that. 

◼ A direction.  The old adage is that you can try to raise 
more bees or more honey.  If you want both, then  with 
a cutdown split you can:
– Maximize honey in the old location 
– Maximize bees in the new split



When to split

◼ As soon as commercial 
queens are available, 
or as soon as drones 
are flying, depending 
on if you want to buy 
or raise queens, you 
CAN do a split. It 
depends on what you 
want for a outcome. 

◼ With out flying drones 
that are able to mate 
queens cannot be 
mated. Drones need to 
be at least 35 to 45 
days old to be viable 
for the queen mating 
process



Virgin Queens

◼ Emerge from cell.  They don’t hatch!

◼ Mate in good weather – usually after the temperatures have 
warmed a bit.

◼ Must mate within 20 days – or they then become drone laying 
queens. The best mating time is within 10 days of emerging.

◼ Will begin laying within several days after mating.

◼ Young queens may lay several eggs per cell at first.

◼ However, a brood pattern can be detected within several days.  
The term “untested” usually refers to a queen who has not 
been a proven productive queen.  “Tested” indicates that the 
queen has produced brood which has been examined and 
certified by the breeder that she is producing good brood.



Virgin Queen emerges

The Queen Emerges 
from the cell after her 
larva to pupa 
metamorphosis just as 
caterpiller does when it 
turns to a butterfly.  
They spend a few hours 
fragile until the 
exoskeleton hardens 
and she gathers her 
strength to find and kill 
her sisters and then will 
gather her full strength 
to take flight to mate 
with several drones.



Virgin queens fighting to 
the death.
When a virgin queen emerges and is strong enough she 
immediately begins to seek out her sister competition and 
the battle ensues until one is left.



Queen Bee mating in 
flight with Drone

The queen takes her flight normally between 5 to 7 days after emerging and 
will mate with 12 to 20 drones. Each time she fills her spermatheca where the 
sperm is kept alive and viable. The drone is then killed at the end of the 
process. She mates again and again until she is fully mated for her lifetime. 
She will lay her eggs and fertilize them to make a female. Her decision to not 
fertilize the egg makes a male drone. She measures the cell size with her back 
legs. The larger cells will be male drones and the smaller worker females.



Blessings on your efforts

◼ Making your own queens gives you the 
satisfaction of self sustainability. 


