
Welcome to
TOP BAR BEEKEEPING 101

Your instructor is
Christy Hemenway

HOUSE KEEPING 

• PARKING
• BATHROOMS
• SCHEDULE
• PACKET CONTENTS
• WAIVER RELEASE FORMS

INTRODUCTIONS

• Who are you and where will you keep 
bees?

• Where are you on your beekeeping 
journey?

• What do you hope to get from this 
weekend?



• Have you encountered any other 
beekeepers?  What was that like?

• Use your “colander”!

• Help us tell a million people.

We’re glad you’re here.

Thank you for coming!

HONEY HUNTING
to

MANAGED BEEKEEPING
to

INDUSTRIAL BEEKEEPING

How the heck did we get here from there?



The Rock Art of Honey Hunters
edited by Eva Crane

It is well know that honey has been collected from hives of bees since 
the time of the ancient civilizations.  Rock art has now been found 
which shows that honey was also obtained in even earlier prehistoric 
times from wild nests of bees, built in places that were difficult to 
access.

Dr Eva Crane, OBE, DSc, was Director of the International Bee 
Research Association from 1949 until her retirement in 1983. Although 
she was trained as a quantum mathematician, her writings on 
beekeeping and bee products are know worldwide, and she is also an 
authority on the history of both beekeeping and honey hunting.

Dr. Crane passed away in September of 2007 at the age of 95.  



Mesolithic cave drawings (6000 BC) in Spain depicting 
people collecting honey with bees flying overhead are 
the earliest depictions of honey gathering.

From Eva Crane’s The World History of Beekeeping and Honey Hunting

American Beekeeping History
The Bee Hive

 Prior to the middle of the 1800's, most bee hives in 
North America and Europe were simple shelters for 
the bees.  Skeps, log gums and box hives were 
common types of hives in this period.

Bees attached their wax combs to the hive's roof 
and walls, just like they do in wild hives.  Today 
we refer to these types of hives as fixed-comb 
hives.

 

Skeps were made from grass straw, and often had 
sticks inside to provide support for the honey 
combs.  
Beekeepers inspected skep hives from the bottom.  



Log gums were made from hollow logs, fitted 
with a roof.  
Sometimes a box or container was added on top of 
a log gum or box hive for the bees to store honey. 

These hive designs had some issues...
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• Honey Production -- 
Fixed-comb hives were popular until the 1850's, and 
yielded 10-15 pounds per colony each year, according to 
Root's ABC book from 1895.  

•Destructive Honey Harvesting --
It was hard to get honey from these hives without 
damaging or destroying the bee colony and getting the 
bees upset (they sting, you know!). 



The Original “Top Bar Hive”

It was known for a long time that bees liked to build 
their honey combs about 1 and 3/8 inches apart.  Honey 
comb is about one inch wide, so this left a 3/8 inch 
passageway between the combs.  Today we call this 
“bee space”.

Some beekeepers built hives that forced the bees to 
build combs along "top bars" that were spaced about 1 
and 3/8 inches apart.  Top bars allowed the beekeeper to 
carefully remove combs for inspection without 
damaging them.  

These were called “movable comb hives”.  

This hive from Greece in the 1600's (right) uses this 
concept.

Movable comb hives allow beekeepers to start new colonies easily by dividing a hive - we 
call this making a “split”.  

They also allow beekeepers to inspect the health of colonies, find the queen, and even cut 
honey comb without destroying the brood nest.  

Bees in movable comb colonies were disturbed less than bees in fixed-comb hives, so 
beekeepers received fewer stings!

Many movable comb hive inventions used "frames" for the bees to build their combs inside:

The Quinby closed-end frame hive had many good features of a 
movable-frame hive.  The side bars of the Quinby frame  also formed 
the walls of the hive.  Some successful beekeepers were using this 
hive as late as the 1890's.

The Quinby frameThe Quinby Hive

Huber's contribution was also acknowledged by Lorenzo Langstroth, 
inventor of the hive style that is most commonly used today:
"The use of the Huber hive had satisfied me, that with proper precautions the 
combs might be removed without enraging the bees, and that these insects 
were capable of being tamed to a surprising degree.  Without knowledge of 
these facts, I should have regarded a hive permitting the removal of the 
combs, as quite too dangerous for practical use."
- L.L. Langstroth in Langstroth on the Honey-Bee, 1860.

The Leaf Hive, invented in Switzerland 
in 1789 by Francis Huber, was a fully 
movable frame hive.  The combs in this 
hive were examined like pages in a 
book.  A.I. Root and E.R. Root credit 
Huber with inventing the first movable 
frame hive.

The Leaf Hive



In describing the benefits of his hive with movable frames, Langstroth 
wrote:

"...the chief peculiarity in my hive was the facility with which they 
could be removed without enraging the bees .... I could dispense with 

natural swarming, and yet multiply colonies with greater rapidity and 
certainly than by the common methods .... feeble colonies could be 

strengthened, and those which had lost their queen furnished with the 
means of obtaining another. .... If I suspected that any thing was wrong 

with a hive, I could quickly ascertain its true condition, and apply the 
proper remedies."

- L.L. Langstroth in Langstroth on the Honey-Bee, 1860.

A major improvement in hive design was made in 1851 by Lorenzo Langstroth.  
He built a hive with frames that hung from the top ends of the hive, leaving a 3/8 
inch space between all sides of the frames and the hive body.  
His clever design used the principle that bees usually do not build comb in 3/8 inch 
passageways.  If the space is bigger than 3/8 of an inch, the bees will build comb.  
If it is less than 1/4 inch, they will attach propolis.
Langstroth's frames were easily handled without breaking the comb.  Today we 
refer to the 3/8 inch passageways as a "bee-space."  This practical hive is the direct 
ancestor of the modern hive that is most popular today.

The Original Langstroth Hive

The Reverend Lorenzo Lorraine Langstroth

By the 1890's, the movable-frame hive was largely adopted for general use.  
Most of the hives in the late 1800's used Langstroth's bee-space frame concept.  

By the year 1900, most modern beekeepers were using variants of the 
Langstroth hive with Hoffman-style frame, like the ones used today.

These inventions helped make beekeeping a viable business.

The modern bee hive has not changed very much during the 20th century.  The 
most significant beekeeping advances of the 20th century involved the 
extracting process and bee management.
The evolution of the bee hive will surely continue.  Can you guess what the next 
100 years will bring?

Excerpted from http://outdoorplace.org/beekeeping/history1.htm



BEES have been on earth for 65 million years

HUMANS have been on earth for 200,000 years

A quick history lesson:

So - we came all that way in 160 years.

Now we have CCD, the friendly 
acronym that we have given to 

Colony Collapse Disorder.

Why?

YOU MIGHT SAY:
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YOU MIGHT SAY:

“We’ve made a mess of things...”
 -- Ross Conrad

“And in a relatively short period of time, too!”
-- Christy Hemenway

CCD is a condition where entire colonies of 
bees simply disappear.

That is the devastating feature of CCD - that a 
thriving colony of bees leaves behind a hive 

full of brood, i.e. eggs, larvae, and pupae, and 
food.

When the hive is opened, all that is found 
inside is a queen bee, and  perhaps a fistful of 

bees.
That is just too weird.



Today’s researchers, when faced with the 
problem of CCD, started out looking for a single 

cause. 

Now, that is thought to have been naive - 
that CCD is a symptom of many things combining to 
stress bees, and work against their immune systems. 

Many of those things bear a remarkable 
similarity to the list produced by Rudolf Steiner 

in 1923!
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Rudolf Steiner had some thoughts on that subject...

In his lectures on Bees in 1923, Rudolf Steiner 
predicted the dire state of the honeybee today. 

He said that, within fifty to eighty years, we 
would see the consequences of mechanizing the 
forces that had previously operated organically in 
the beehive. 

In capsule, Steiner warned against both meddling with the natural process of hive society 
and artificially manipulation of queen bees.  The following list of ways humanity is known 
to interfere with the natural process of bee life, while substantial, is no doubt incomplete:

-    The raising of larva in separate quarters, arbitrary feeding of royal jelly to produce 
queens, then shipping by post to keepers.
-    "Re-queening" after one or two years.
-    The grafting of queens.
-    Clipping of queens' wings to prevent swarming.
-    Use of queen excluders to prevent eggs being laid in inconvenient areas of the hive.

-    Keeping hives hyper clean, to reduce production of "nuisance" propolis.
-    Selection of bee populations for docility, de-selecting for aggression.

-    Providing ready-made combs in place of bee-constructed combs, to save work (honey 
production time) for the bees.
-    In a similar vein, supplying sheets of wax, so bees don't have to gather and secrete their 
own wax.
-    Moving of hives over long distances at the will of human intention.
-    Using chemical control agents for disease and pests.
-    Agricultural practices consisting of monocultures that wreak havoc on honeybee diets, 
limiting options once the dominant crop is no longer flowering.

Now that’s a long list, and all of it matters...

But as backyard top bar hive beekeepers, we 
can’t change everything all at once.

But we CAN change!



At Gold Star Honeybees, we like to say - 

let’s do just one thing less wrong.

Or one less thing wrong.

Or one less wrong thing!

And soon... we will find ourselves doing 
the right thing!

Let’s start here:

Why Top Bar Hives again today?

BECAUSE IT’S ALL ABOUT THE WAX!

Since the advent of what is now called Colony Collapse Disorder, or “CCD” in 
late 2006, researchers have been studying the effects of the chemicals used by 
beekeepers to eradicate pests in the beehive.

Some of this research is still ongoing, but preliminary results have revealed some 
very disconcerting information.  Three studies in particular are relevant:

•The research team at MAAREC.PSU.EDU studied 887 wax, pollen, bee and 
associated hive samples, and found 121 different pesticides and metabolites 
contained within those samples, including Coumaphos and Fluvalinate.

•The research team at the University of Georgia is studying the sublethal effects of 
four chemicals that have been used to treat honey bee colonies in the USA - 
Fluvalinate, Coumaphos, Amitraz and Copper Naphthenate.

•Also at the University of Georgia, the College of Agricultural and Environmental 
Sciences has studied the interaction between the most common varroacides – 
Coumaphos and Fluvalinate, and found that the toxicity of each chemical was 
greatly increased when found in combination with the other.
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What have those researchers found?

• 98% of the wax foundation available for sale in the 
US is contaminated with coumaphos and 
fluvalinate.

• Coumaphos and fluvalinate are two of the 
chemicals that have been used to treat for mites 
since the mid-1980’s.

• The mites are now resistant to both of them.

32

Coumaphos is the active ingredient in “CheckMite+”
http://pmep.cce.cornell.edu/profiles/extoxnet/carbaryl-dicrotophos/coumaphos-ext.html



Fluvalinate is the active ingredient in “Apistan”
http://pmep.cce.cornell.edu/profiles/extoxnet/dienochlor-glyphosate/fluvalinate-ext.html

The MAAREC team’s research was published (March 19, 2010).  
The details of this study can be found here: 
http://www.plosone.org/article/info%3Adoi%2F10.1371%2Fjournal.pone.
0009754

Preliminary results from the University of Georgia study, A TEST FOR SUB-
LETHAL EFFECTS OF SOME COMMONLY USED HIVE CHEMICALS can 
be found here:
http://www.extension.org/pages/
Proceedings_of_the_American_Bee_Research_Conference,_2009 

The article “When Varroacides Interact” concerning the study by the Managed 
Pollinator CAP (Coordinated Agricultural Project) can be found here:
http://www.beeccdcap.uga.edu/documents/CAPArticle2.html 

SO WHAT MAKES THE DIFFERENCE?
A TOP BAR HIVE ALLOWS BEES

 TO MAKE THEIR OWN NATURAL WAX.



NATURAL WAX AFFECTS THE SIZE OF THE CELLS:
Natural worker comb varies – it runs the gamut in size from 4.6 mm to 5.1 mm

One feature of foundation wax is that the cells are all ONE size.

And most foundation wax is also the “wrong” size!

Cell Sizes of Common Foundation
Lusby   4.8 to 4.9 mm 
   (average 4.83 mm)
Dadant    4.9mm 
Small Cell   4.9 mm
Honey Super Cell  4.9 mm
Wax dipped PermaComb 4.9 mm
Mann Lake PF100 & PF120 4.95 mm
19th century foundation 5.05 mm
PermaComb  5.05 mm
Dadant 5.1mm Small Cell 5.1 mm
Pierco foundation  5.2 mm
Pierco deep frames  5.25 mm
Pierco medium frames 5.35 mm
RiteCell   5.4 mm
Standard worker foundation 5.4 to 5.5mm
7/11   5.6 mm
HSC Medium Frames  6.0 mm
Drone   6.4 to 6.6 mm

(This information comes from http://www.bushfarms.com/beesnaturalcell.htm#naturalcomb)

TOP BAR HIVES AND NATURAL BEESWAX MAY BE A BIT 
CLOSER TO HOW BEES DO THINGS  NATURALLY… 

Worker Brood

Drone Brood



Bees in the wild build their honeycomb 
in a Catenary Curve -
or “hanging chain” shape

NATURAL WAX AFFECTS THE SHAPE OF THE COMB: 

AND… THE WAX IS CLEAN!

Beeswax
 - made by bees, for bees - 

is best for bees!

********************************

Industrial Agriculture has led us 
into Industrial Beekeeping!
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Industrial Beekeeping

Monoculture agriculture creates “bee deserts”
-    Agricultural practices consisting of monocultures that wreak havoc on honeybee 
diets, limiting options once the dominant crop is no longer flowering.  This created the 
need for:



Industrial Beekeeping

Monoculture agriculture creates “bee deserts”
-    Agricultural practices consisting of monocultures that wreak havoc on honeybee 
diets, limiting options once the dominant crop is no longer flowering.  This created the 
need for:

Migratory pollination
-   Moving of hives over long distances at the will of human intention to pollinate these 
monoculture crops.  We began “bringing the bees to the trees.”

Industrial Beekeeping

Monoculture agriculture creates “bee deserts”
-    Agricultural practices consisting of monocultures that wreak havoc on honeybee 
diets, limiting options once the dominant crop is no longer flowering.  This created the 
need for:

Migratory pollination
-   Moving of hives over long distances at the will of human intention to pollinate these 
monoculture crops.  We began “bringing the bees to the trees.”

Pesticide use
-    Using chemical control agents for disease and pests - both inside and outside the 
hive.  

So here we are today.

The original “moveable comb” hive has 
returned and seems to make a lot of sense -

for bees...
and 

for beekeepers.

Questions?


