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THE “ISLE OF WIGHT DISEASE”:

THE ORIGIN AND SIGNIFICANCE OF THE MYTH
A lecture given to the Central Association of Bee-keepers on 13 March 1963

by Dr. L. BAILEY

TuE REASON I have chosen the old and celebrated subject of the ‘Isle
of Wight disease’ (IOW disease) for this lecture is because I believe it
has established, more than anything else, a common but false attitude
of bee-keepers and research workers towards diseases of bees. I have
called the IOW disease a myth—not derisively, but according to an
Oxford English Dictionary definition, meaning ‘a primitive explana-
tion of a natural phenomenon’. Like all myths, however, it has a
simple appeal, which can easily suppress doubts raised by awkward
facts. I propose to examine these facts in the light of present knowledge
and [ hope that my conclusions will help future bee-keepers to avoid
the wasted efforts that belief in the IOW disease engendered and which
still continue.

The IOW disease was alleged to affect adult bees and was said to
have reached epidemic proportions in the British Isles on at least three
occasions between 1905 and 1919. The main symptom usually given
was very many bees crawling and dying on the ground outside their
hives. The first major outbreak was said to have been in the Isle of
Wight in 1906. The disease was then believed to have spread to the
mainland in the south of England in 1909 and, according to Herrod-
Hempsall (1937), by 1918 ‘not a bee-keeping district in Great Britain
was free from scourge [and] . . . eventually the parasite [ Acarapis woodi |
invaded Ireland as well as European countries’. This is the common
belief, and it is typified by a statement about Acarapis woodi issued within
the last four years by the American Beekeeping Federation which says
“This [IOW] disease is considered by apiculturists in the countries
where it does exist to be far more serious than American foulbrood’.

There is no doubt that some bee-keepers lost most of their bees in
the Isle of Wight in 1906, which, apparently, was the worst of two or
three consecutive bad years. It was then assumed, however, without
any evidence, that the cause of the losses was an infectious disease. This
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idea was then promulgated by sensational but uninformative articles,
which I have read, in the Standard, a now defunct London morning
paper, and in several provincial newspapers. This publicity, as usual,
helped to fix the belief firmly in the public mind.

The first professional investigation was made by Imms in 1907. He
examined bees in the Isle of Wight which were said to have the IOW
disease and found they had ‘enlargement of the hind intestine’, which
Imms, who at the time seemed unfamiliar with bees, thought abnormal.
His diagram, however, represents very clearly the intestine of any
normal bee that has been long confined to the hive. Malden (1909),
the next professional investigator to visit the Isle of Wight, pointed out
that the intestine of healthy bees confined to hives for a few days very
closely resembled those of diseased bees. He had accepted the idea that
there was an infectious disease, however, and he obtained a colony, said
to have the IOW disease, and confined them in a ‘warm room’ in a
muslin cage on 27 June 1908. By 10 August, he said, they had ceased
to fly; and the colony was dead by 26 October. To keep them for so
long under such conditions, however, would have been difficult had
the colony started in the best of health. Malden examined minutely the
anatomy of bees said to have the IOW disease, including their tracheac
and air sacs, but all he found were more bacteria in the gut of diseased
bees than in healthy ones: he failed to show that these micro-organisms
were pathogenic. Bullamore (1922) also pointed out that bees prevented
from flying sometimes develop symptoms, described as crawling with
bowel distension, which are indistinguishable from the IOW discase.
Now in 1906, according to newspaper accounts, there was a disastrous
April for agriculture with frost (— s° C in London on 2 May) and snow
after a very early spring which had been hot enough to draw crowds
to the seaside resorts. This very unusual weather might have accounted
for trouble with bees, which, being suddenly confined to their hives,
possibly with freshly gathered nectar, may well have become very dys-
enteric. The only photograph of bees suffering from IOW discase I
have been able to find was taken in 1911 by G. W. Judge. A print is
in the Bee Research Association library, and it shows what appears to
be a colony with severe dysentery—not a very unusual event after
winter even today.

As far as I know, there is no more recorded evidence about the
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