The sun is shining…clouds are sparsely scattered along the sky…you are enjoying the radiant warmth…smiling at the sun…and then ZZZOOOOOOOMMM!!! It flashes by you, and you fall back on your butt. You think to yourself, “Holy cow, what the heck was that??” But it’s already gone….all you remember seeing is a fat, black streak, and you wonder what it was. 
As the weather warms up on the beautiful campus of Groton, various arthropods have aroused themselves from their slumbers; some overwintered as adults, some as larvae, and some as eggs. Flowers begin to spring up, and what do these flowers do? Attract pollinators, of course. Of the numerous species of pollinators that thrive on campus, the fat, black streaks that seem too big to be honeybees or wasps are the Bombus impatiens, the common eastern bumblebees.
This species of bumblebees are probably larger than most bees that you have seen in your life. They are about 2.5cm long (0.99in), compared to most other honeybees, which are less than 1.5cm (0.59in). Despite their large size, however, the B. impatiens function in a similar way to other social bees; they live in colonies, their lives center around a queen, and they collect nectar…oh, and they can sting too, in case you were wondering. One major difference between bumblebees, including B. impatiens, and wasps is the fact that bumblebees use pollen as a source of protein for their larva, while wasps hunt other arthropods for protein. 
The easiest way to identify the B. impatiens is their size and their lack of stripes on their abdomen after the first yellow stripe. They are most often found in flower beds, flowers on trees, or on the grass fields. Like all hymenoptera, they have two pairs of wings, with hooks connecting the front and hind wings, and the worker bees, which are all females, have stingers capable of dealing painful stings. They won’t really sting you unless you provoke them, which I often do…I must say, they are tough to kill, and it takes forever for them to “go to sleep” after I capture them.
In the hives, the B. impatiens’s lives are similar to other social bees. The queen is a very large, overgrown female that lays thousands of eggs a day while various maids wait on her. Yup, this queen has a better life than any human royalties. All she has to do is lay little eggs, and she is continuously fed, cooled, and cleaned until the day she dies. Jealous? You should be…who else has such a luxurious life? 
Then, there are the larvae, the babies of the hive. After the queen lays the eggs, some of the worker bees take them and put each one into separate cells in the hive, in preparation for their hatching. When they do hatch, the workers feed them pollen and nectar, and the nourished larvae go through four instars (growth stages). After their last instar, they forge a cocoon for themselves and then emerge as adult bees a while later. Most of them end up being female worker bees, incapable of sexual activity. They slave away until Death claims them in various methods, including, but not limited to, ending up in my box with a pin through their bodies…
Finally, there are the drones, which also don’t really do anything useful in the colony and have really sad lives. They spend their time leeching off the hive’s food and enjoying luxurious lives that the female drones provide. When a new queen emerges, the drones court her to see if they can mate with her. After they mate with her, the drones that succeeded in mating with her die. Sad, isn’t it? They live their whole lives for the sole purpose of “hooking up” with a queen…that’s pretty sad. Oh well, I guess love is a risky business for these furry creatures…more so than it is for male Homo sapiens. 
Now you know what those fat, black streaks are if you see them again! Just be careful not to provoke them…they can sting multiple times, unlike honeybees…not very pleasant.
