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The rumors are true: 
Prior Lake Police Chief 
Bill O’Rourke has indi-
cated that he will retire 
in early 2015.

O’Rourke, chief of the 
city’s police department 
for the past 16 years, con-
firmed that he plans to re-
tire at the end of January 
2015 “give or take a couple 
of weeks.”

The chief informed City 
Manager Frank Boyles of his intentions 
this spring. “He wanted as much notice as 
possible to look at a succession plan,” said 
O’Rourke of Boyles.

“A great deal of corporate history, com-
mon sense, police knowledge and a good 
sense of humor will leave with him,” Boyles 
wrote in a memo to City Council members.

The city is set to lose a good portion of its 
police department leadership in the span of 
less than a year. In early spring, longtime 
detective Chris Olson left the city to take a 
job with the Minnesota Bureau of Criminal 
Apprehension. And Boyles has said that Of-
ficer Mark Tabone, currently the Prior Lake 
police liaison to the Shakopee Mdewakanton 
Sioux Community, likely will retire soon.

Boyles said he’s in the process of creating a 
proposal to replace O’Rourke in the new year.

 Members of the Prior Lake City Council 
and police department heads will have input 
in the selection of a new chief, Boyles said.

O’Rourke plans 
to retire in 2015

Bill
O’Rourke

BY HANNAH JONES

hjones@swpub.com

R
ick and Cindy van Vliet of 
Prior Lake went rolling down 
the long country roads in 
New Market, Minn. It was a 
mild Tuesday evening, the 
pasture grasses were lush 

and green and the two of them—Rick, a 
computer consultant and Cindy, an HR 
representative—were going to see their 
bees.

Rick and Cindy look after 12 hives and 
produce enough honey to sell to friends 
and family--about 135 pounds a season. 
Their beekeeping operation this year is 
funded by a Kickstarter page. Rick and 
Cindy asked donors for $825 last winter to 
expand their hives. They came away with 

more than $2,000 in donations and some 
brand new hives.

The hives were a neat row of wooden 
boxes located at the Zweber organic dairy 
farm in New Market. A few bees flitted 
around the tops and through the tall grass. 
Rick put on a bee suit and gloves and filled 
a bellows with some smoldering burlap, 
pumping soft puffs of smoke into the hive 
to cover up the bees’ distress signals.

“People ask me all the time if I get 
stung,” he said. “My answer is always ‘no 
more than I deserved.’”

With the bees placated, Rick could 
fetch a frame from Cindy, waiting safely 
by the car, and add another layer onto the 
largest hive. If they didn’t expand the bees’ 
habitat, they’d up and leave in a swarm.

Prior Lake couple takes hobby to 
next level with Kickstarter campaign

PHOTOS BY HANNAH JONES

Top photo — Rick and Cindy van 
Vliet: “hobby” beekeepers from 
Prior Lake. Above — The average 
hive can house 60,000 to 90,000 at 
the peak of the season.

The cost of beekeeping
According to Rick van Vliet:

Beekeeping starter package of 
hives, suits and equipment: $400

Second hive box: $200-$300

One queen: $25
Bees to 5 �
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For the dependable service and
solutions you need — call
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RELIABILITY.
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for 32 Years
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RIGHT NOW ENJOY

on our best Lennox system!

Spring A/C Clean & Check

$7995
+ parts & refrigerant

Within 15 miles ($89.95 outside of 15 miles).
Limit one per home. Offer ends 6/30/14.
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CIFELLI’S SALON AND SPA’S

Come help us celebrate!

NEW SPA
GRAND OPENING!

20% OFF HAIR PRODUCTS
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15875 Franklin Trail SuiTe 101 • Prior lake, Mn
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Laura Pekarna and Andrea Rivera
Massage Therapists

SAT. JUNE 14, 2014

Service First!
• CommerCial and
residential

• design
• maintenanCe
• irrigation

• Patios
• retaining Walls
• salt sanding
• Curb edging
• ash bore treatments

952-226-1813

mandineC
grouP
landsCaPing, inC

Certified Landscape Professional
Power Limited Technicianswww.mandinecgroup.com

BEES
� continued from 1

Check out
Rick’s blog:
http://ricksbees.com/
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An entire sheath of combs from the hive is busy with bees.

Queen bees run the show
There is only one queen bee per hive, and she and the 
colony males—about 5 percent of any given hive—are 
totally responsible for the next generation of bees.

The other bees create a queen by selecting a larva and 
feeding her a special formula called “royal jelly.” Hives will 
prepare multiple queen larvae in the fi nal stages of the 
current queen’s life. The fi rst one to hatch will become the 
queen--and promptly kill the others.

A queen bee is physiologically diff erent from her sisters, 
most distinguishably by her larger size. Once a queen bee is 
mature, she’ll store genetic material from all available males 
and serve as the hive’s resident baby-maker. At her peak, a 
queen bee can produce about 2,000 eggs a day, which will 
be adult bees in 16 to 24 days.

All this for what Rick 
refers to as, simply, “a 
hobby.”

THE STING

“This, as it started, was a 
way to get out of the house,” 
Rick said.

Rick isn’t a self-described 
“environmentalist” or even 
that much of an eccentric 
hobbyist. As a consultant, 
much of his day keeps him 
glued to a computer screen, 
and he wanted a way to 
unplug and get away from 
the keyboard for a while.

He first entertained the 
idea of bee farming in 2011 
after experiencing real, 
locally produced honey from 
the farmer’s market. The 
man behind the honey, Dale 
Wolf, a third-generation 
beekeeper, raised bees in 
Baldwin, Wis. and offered a 
course in hobby beekeeping. 
On a whim, Rick attended.

After that first course, he 
said, he was “hooked.” Or 
maybe, he wrote on his blog, 
“stung.”

It’s difficult, he said, to 
explain his fascination.

“I never imagined I would 
eventually be into caring 
for colonies of stinging 
insects,” he said.

But now he’s become 
a bee guy. He’s part of 
the Minnesota Hobby 
Beekeepers Association 
and he’s always sharing 
his bounty of firsthand 
knowledge.

“I like talking about bees 
and honey,” he said. “The 
problem is I don’t know 
exactly when to stop.”

And there are some 
aspects of it that just can’t 
be put into words.

“It’s hard to describe 
what it’s like to open up 
that colony for the first 
time and see thousands and 
thousands of bees all doing 
their thing,” he said.

STARTING TO SWARM

They got started in 2011 
with two hives, two colonies 
and all of the knowledge 
they had accrued in those 
Thursday night classes. 
It was better, Rick said, to 
start with two hives. It was 
an insurance policy in case-
-heaven forbid--something 
happened to one of them.

Neither of the hives made 
it through the winter. The 
van Vliets bundled up the 
hives with care at the end of 
the season, but found them 
completely devastated in 
spring.

The would-be beekeepers 
were crestfallen.

“It was like losing a pet,” 
Cindy said.

So, there was really only 
one thing to do: go from two 
hives to eight.

“We decided to make up 
our losses,” Rick said.

In 2012, they approached 
winter with more knowhow 
and more hives.

Winter came. The hives 
died. All eight of them.

At this point, arguably, 
it would have been 
totally acceptable to give 

up beekeeping. It’s a 
complicated hobby, tending 
to tens of thousands of tiny 
insects. It’s a considerable 
investment of time, 
emotions and, yes, money.

So what did Rick and 
Cindy do?

They got eight more 
hives.

They got smarter about 
their ventilation method in 
winter, avoiding dangerous 
condensation that can cause 
dampness and freezing.

When winter came, 
they set aside four hives to 
concentrate their efforts on 
keeping alive their A-list 
bees.

Two of them made it.
For a large operation, 

a 50-percent loss would be 
devastating. But for the van 
Vliets, it was a victory. They 
had two colonies of survivors 
from the harsh winter of 
2013 and 140 pounds of honey 
to show for it.

The next year, they 
wanted to expand their 
operation. Twelve, Rick 
thought, would be the 
ideal number. But the cost 
would be about $800, and 
Cindy had just made a 
career change that gave the 
van Vliets less disposable 
income.

The idea struck them to 
see if anyone else out there 
would be willing to pitch in 
and sponsor some bees.

In truth, they weren’t 
expecting it. It seemed 
unlikely that their hobby-
turned-passion was worth 
anything to anyone but 
them. But, they set up their 
Kickstarter anyway: “The 

Sweetness of Beeing,” 
complete with a detailed 
project description, a 
brief bio and a short video 
montage of their existing 
hives.

Then came the biggest 
surprise of all.

“The minute we launched 
it there were responses,” 
Rick said.

Complete strangers 
were donating $50, $75, 
sometimes up to $150. They 
gave from places all over the 
country. Friends and family 
helped out too, but the 
majority of the responses 
were from people Rick and 
Cindy had never even met.

The Kickstarter had 
a deadline of 30 days to 
give, and within three, the 
van Vliets had met their 
goal. By the end, they had 
made $2,100 to spend on 
their homegrown honey 
operation. Their hives out 
at New Market are named 
for some of their more 
significant sponsors.

The van Vliets were 
shocked. Rick said he 
couldn’t explain what 
made other people want to 
be a part of their project. 
Perhaps they, like him, had 
just been “stung.”

WHAT THE BUZZ IS ABOUT

It’s no small undertaking 
to keep bees. Honey bees 
have their own complex 
community structures. In a 
hive of thousands, only one 
bee, the queen, is entrusted 
with producing offspring. 
Any number of mishaps 
can befall her, from mites to 
viruses to pesticides.

Beyond that, there are 
plenty of potential dangers 
to a hive. The colony can 
outgrow its habitat and 
abruptly fly the coop. A 
colony can be literally 
robbed by another colony 
of bees, leaving nothing but 
empty combs.

And recently, keeping 
bees alive has been harder 
than usual.

Since 2006, there has 
been increased coverage 
of a disturbing trend in 
the honey bee’s world: 
colony collapse disorder 
(CCD). It’s not certain yet 
what the cause is, but CCD 
is characterized by the 
abrupt disappearance of 
bees. According to the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture, 
an average of 33 percent of 
recent winter losses can be 
attributed to CCD.

Van Vliet has his own 
hypotheses for the causes 
of CCD. He suspects a 
combination of mites, 
disease and chemicals. 
More importantly, he 
emphasized why everyone--
not just hobby beekeepers--
should care.

“It’s more than just 
honey,” he said.

Honey bees are the chief 
pollinators behind many 
of our most important 
crops, from cranberries to 
almonds to cantaloupes. 
Your average trip to the 
salad bar was probably 
brought to you by a honey 
bee.

It’s essential, he said, 
to understand that this 
stinging insect is a 
beneficial insect. If there 
are honey bees on your 
property, he said, call a 
licensed professional and 
safely remove them. Don’t 
spray them.

And, if you’re up to it, 
start a colony of your own.

“We don’t need one or 
two beekeepers with 60,000 
colonies,” he said. “We need 
60,000 beekeepers with one 
or two colonies.”
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