Red Mason Bees

In my calendar on the PC | have an entry on April I** which says “start looking for

bees in the conservatory”. This slightly odd entry is explained by the fact that last
year in the spring | kept finding small bees in the conservatory, climbing up the
windows. | rescued them and put them outside but could not work out how they
were getting in. Eventually the penny dropped — they were not getting in from
outside, they were born and raised in the conservatory in holes in the back wall,
which consists of rough stonework. It was easy enough to find the holes — usually
they were old plug holes dating from when the wall was inside a lean-to log shed and
had shelves attached. They had been plugged with mud but the mud had a neat hole
in the middle where the bees had emerged.

A few weeks later, the weather was warm so we had the roof light open in the
conservatory. Our attention was drawn to a bee which repeatedly zoomed in through the
roof light. We followed its progress and realised it was heading for a lovely round hole in a |
large sandstone block which formed part of the door frame into the house. We watched it
working away at the hole presumably building cells of mud, laying eggs and provisioning
them with pollen, though it was hard to see what was going on. Several days later, and with
the roof light now open whatever the weather to allow bee access, the final stage of
plugging the entrance with mud was reached — this was much easier to watch, though we
never quite worked out how they carried the mud. Eventually the job was
finished and the hole was filled with little strings of mud,

Those eggs will have hatched into larvae soon after laying and will have then
eaten all the pollen. They will then have pupated, and that is hopefully what
they still are doing. As proud foster-parents we are now waiting for
emergence!

The bee concerned in the above exploits was a Red-Mason Bee which | have
never noticed in the garden until recently. We were given a rather fancy “Bee
House” as a Christmas present a few years ago and had fixed it to the wall in a
suitable place but had never had many takers. But in 2023 Red Mason Bees
found the Bee House and most of the chambers had been filled. | had
wondered how successful they would be as | read in one of Dave Goulson’s
excellent insect books that the Great Spotted Woodpeckers would massacre it. Well they did. They dug in
with vigour at the front end of the holes and even made a hole in the side. They have probably not been able
to reach right to the back so some bee larvae may hopefully have survived.

Note: The name Red Mason Bee is odd — yes they nest in holes in stonework but no, they don’t carve or cut
stone which is what a mason does.
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