Beekeeping in skeps

Over 70 members from East Devon and West Dorset BKA enjoyed an interesting talk by Chris Park who came to share his knowledge and enthusiasm for beekeeping in skeps.

Chris had travelled some distance to join us for the evening. He explained that his route into beekeeping was due to his interest in alternative technologies and the influence of his fellow Druids. He has been a Druid for 17yrs and lives his life according to Druidic principles.

Throughout the evening Chris referred to ancient traditions and always strives to work in harmony with nature. He considers that honey and beekeeping are synonymous with this island. He referred to the tradition of triads and gave several examples during the course of his talk.

When he first decided to keep bees Chris joined a local bee club and was well supported in his quest to develop his approach. Initially he kept bees in fixed frame hives and gradually transferred to skep beekeeping. He still uses some fixed frame hives on his farm – ‘to keep the Bee Inspector happy’ – and to act as a control.

Chris intuitively felt a skep hive was the ‘right thing’ for the bees and now after several successful years he is sure that ‘beekeeping in skeps is good for the bees… but not necessarily good for the beekeeper!’ He has only lost one colony, which was subject to excessive damp.

He gave a potted history of the evolution of beekeeping, from tree beekeeping, to the provision of hollow logs to act as hives to make the honey more accessible. The word ‘skep’ is Anglo-Saxon for basket and the structure and materials used vary according to geographical location. Willow skeps were still in use in Wales in the 1850’s. A well made skep should outlive it’s owner and Chris showed several examples made from willow and straw, some covered with dung and lime others left untreated. He shared pictures of skeps protected from the weather in bee boles and with hackles, or caps of straw. There are also regional variations in size, the further north the larger the skep. 

He has gradually developed his own style of skep and now uses a wooden base with legs to lift the hive and a mesh floor to help to manage varroa. His skeps are made of straw, 16” in diameter and 14” deep, with slender willow stakes inserted through the skep walls help to stabilise the comb. Chris has noticed that the bees will always choose to build their comb in the cold way. Surplus stores are collected in smaller straw skeps, which are placed over the hole in the top of the main colony. Supplementary feeding can also be given through the top of the skep.

Keen to promote his approach, Chris identified a number of advantages for skep beekeeping. 

· The inability to inspect the comb reduces fluctuations in temperature in the brood nest and consequently minimises the stress levels of the bees. There are few squashed bees, which could reduce the spread of disease. 

· The production of virgin wax keeps potential contamination from bought foundation at bay.

· The round shape of the skep means there are no cold corners and the natural materials enable the bees to control the humidity levels – using propolis to seal any gaps and manage the size of their entrance hole.

It is important to observe the bees as they enter and leave the hive and use the information to assess the health and activity within the colony eg pollen going in is a good indication of healthy brood.

Chris recognised that many in his audience were curious to learn how he controlled swarming and managed varroa levels in his colonies. He said he was fortunate in that he lived on a farm and was able to allow the bees to swarm, which helps them to reduce disease and re-queen naturally. He doesn’t use any chemicals and knows that his bees do have varroa, but they seem able to manage the mite levels for themselves. His bees came from Ron Hoskins and are a small dark variety with good hygienic behaviours. 

To harvest the surplus honey and create fresh comb Chris explained how he inverts an inhabited skep and places an empty one above. He them drums on the sides of the bottom skep and gradually drives the bees into their new home. Honey filled combs can be either ‘castrated’, cut from the sides, or a whole skep can be cleared, the comb crushed and the honey extracted.

Chris answered a wide variety of questions from the floor and took time to stress that although he was confident that skeps suited both him and his bees, he was respectful of other approaches and simply welcomed the opportunity to share his experiences. 

The evening was rounded off with tasty refreshments and plenty of discussion … generated from the thought provoking talk we had all enjoyed. 

