
Making The World's

LARGEST SKEP
Roger & Mary Sutherland-------------------

"We harvested the rye, built the frame, made the rope and
stitched it all together."

In the Summer of 1988, 50 mem-
bers of the Southeastern Michigan
Beekeepers' Association met for a
Summer picnic and skep-making
workshop. On that occasion, 12 skeps
of various sizes were completed, and
afterward, it was suggested that for
another club project, we should use
the remaining rye straw to begin
construction of the world's largest
straw skep and challenge other bee
clubs throughout the United States
and the rest of the world to top our
record. Seven years later, in the
Summer of 1995 - although the
leftover straw was long gone - the
idea was again proposed to the entire
membership of the Southeastern
Michigan Beekeepers' Association,
and a decision was made to proceed
with the project.

Because historically straw
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skeps have been an important part of
beekeeping, especially in England,
we thought thatThe Guinness Book of
Records in Middlesex, England,
might accept 'record-size skeps' as a
category. Several months after ap-
plying to Guinness, we received the
following reply: "Your letter to 'Facts
on File' about creating a large bee
skep has been forwarded to our office
here in England. We have carefully
considered your proposal, but I am
afraid it is not currently suitable for
publication in The Guinness Book of
Records. We receive over 10,000
inquiries each year, and only a very
small proportion of these are used to
establish new categories." (Unfor-
tunately, dribbling basketballs or
crowding people into telephone
booths make the record book, but not
straw skeps.)

After the rejection by The
Guinness Book of Records,we decided

Tom Lisk (left) and Roger Sutherland (below)
collect and bundle the straw for transport.

to proceed with the project anyway,
with the hope that other clubs might
choose to top our record.

In order to make our skep project
more informational and meaningful to
our members, we researched the
history and use of skeps by reading a
book entitled Skeps: Their History,
Making, and Useby Frank Alston,
published October 1987 by Northern
Bee Books, Scout Bottom Farm,
Mytholmroyd, Hebden Bridge, West
Yorkshire, England. According to
Alston, the first hives in England
were made of willow or hazel stems
woven around stakes culminating in a
point. A wet mixture of cow or oxen
dung, combined with gravelly dust,
sand, or ashes, covered the hive.
When this material hardened, it pro-
vided a waterproofing and protection
from the elements. This wicker hive
was referred to as an "alveary."

The straw skep which replaced
the wicker hive probably had its be-
ginning in Europe, to the west of the
River Elbe, as early as the beginning
of the Christian era, according to
Alston. He further writes, "Its use
spread westward and was introduced
to Britain by the Anglo-Saxons. This
straw hive we refer to as the skep
continued to be used through the
centuries until well into the present
century. It is known from records of
the old Cumberland and
Westmoreland beekeepers that in
1906, almost 25 percent of all colo-
nies of bees were housed in skep
hives."

As to the name "skep," Alston
says, "The name of 'skep' is generally
regarded to have been derived from
the Norse wordskeppa, meaning a
container and a measure for
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FrancesAlloway and Dick Miller form the rye-strawrope which was
used to build the skep.

grain, equal to half a bushel. ... From
its introduction by the Anglo-Saxons
for use as a hive until the present
time, when its use is for swarm
collection, various types of skeps both
in size and fashion, have been used ....
Skep making became a craft. Very
often a beekeeper would learn to
make his own skeps, but otherwise
they were made by someone skilled at
the craft."

Skep making and use in hiving
bees changed very little until the
beekeeping revolution of 1851
brought about by Langstroth's inven-
tion of the movable-frame hive.

Beekeepers today may wonder
how bees constructed comb inside the
straw skep; how bees were cleared
from the structure; and how the honey
was removed. Several references
provide some insight into the answers
to these questions. InABC and XYZ of
Bee Culture (1929 ed.) by A.I. and
E.R. Root of the A.I. Root Company,
Medina, Ohio, the authors say that
usually cross sticks were fashioned
inside the bellshaped straw skep to
keep the combs from falling down.
"This is the kind of hive which was so
highly praised by poets. It has the
merit of extreme simplicity and
cheapness."
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In the publicationHoney, A Com-
prehensive Survey,by Eva Crane, Bee
Research Association, 1975, the au-
thor includes the following vivid ac-
count, taken from a housewife's diary
written in 1796, of bee removal from
the skep by killing the bees and
harvesting their honey:

"September 28 - John comes in
to say we must take the honey from

the bees, so he set to the making of
sulfur papers, which he do put too
near the fire, it flaring up did burn his
fingers, thereby, he did drop all on
my clean hearthstone, and did dance
about like a bee in a bottle."

"September 30 - We did have a
busy time taking the honey from the
bees yester night. Me and Sarah and
Carter's wife did have to do it all,
John saying his fingers being very
sore from the burns. Sarah did dig a
big hole in the ground for each skep,
wherein we did put a sulfur paper
which we did set alight, and put the
skep of bees on the top, the smell of
the sulfur do kill the bees, and so we
do get the honey there from. It do
grieve me to kill the poor things,
being such a waste of good bees. We
shall break the honeycomb up and
hang it up in a clean cotton bag to run
it through, then we shall strain it
divers times and when clear put the
pots reddie to use. The wax we do
boil many times till it be nice yaller
colour and no bits of black in it, when
it can be stored for use for the
polishing and harness cleaning."

Photographs pictured inABC and
XYZ of Bee Culture(1929 ed.) show
beekeepers in Vlagtwedde, Holland,
removing the honeycomb from skeps.
Below the photographs, the
explanation of this activity reads as
follows: "After killing the bees, the
cross sticks are pulled out with pliers
when the honey is ready to be dug
out. After breaking out the combs
from the skeps, the contents are sorted
with the comb of best quality

Fiber Art students from the University of Michigan visit to view the
skep as a "work of art."

Continued on Next Page
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What do you know about the skep - that ubiq-
uitous symbol of beekeeping? I didn't know as much
as I wanted, so I did a bit of research. Here's what I
discovered. Skeps represent one of several types of
ancient hives. They were typically made of either
coiled straw or wicker (thin, flexible twigs). Straw
skeps were often protected from the elements with a
cover made of stalks or straw. Wicker skeps were
usually plastered over with a mixture of mud and dung
to seal the cracks and help keep the rain out. This
procedure was known in English as "clooming" a
skep. Sometimes a skep was also furnished with a
woven straw cap called a "hackle."

Skeps were made in various sizes. Some bee-
keepers used small skeps because they wanted their
bees to swarm to make up for colonies killed at the
end of the honey season during the extraction
process. Skep beekeepers of earlier times typically
removed the honey crop by smoking the bees with
burning sulfur (known as "brimstoning" them) or by
plunging the skep into a container of hot water.
More knowledgeable skep beekeepers removed
only the combs full of honey, without destroying
the bees and brood. Some skep beekeepers even
went so far as to feed wintering colonies if
necessary.

England and central Europe were the location
of the skep's greatest popularity and use. Straw
skeps in Europe evolved into two distinct types.
One type was "cloomed and hackled," as were ear-
lier wicker hives. Typically, these skeps were
placed on their own separate stands. Uncloomed
skeps, the other type, were placed in a row under a
small lean-to, which provided protection from the
weather. This lean-to was known as a "penthouse."
In England, skeps were sometimes placed in a

recess or hollow in a wall.
The word "skep" derives from earlier forms

of the word, such as "skeps" in Middle English
and skeppain Old Norse. The root meaning of
the word is "basket." Webster's New World
Dictionary gives three definitions for "skep": (1)
a kind of round basket of wicker or wood; (2) the
amount held by such a basket; (3) a beehive,
especially one of straw. In addition to these uses
as a noun, the word "skep" has been used as a
verb, as in "skepping a swarm”, where the term
means "to cause bees to enter a skep." (For this
old-usage; we would now say "hiving" a
swarm.) The Oxford English Dictionary cites. a
wonderfully evocative 1842 use of "skep" in this
sense to describe a natural scene with "flowers as
thick as swarms of bees a-skepping."

The noun "skepper" used to mean a person
who makes skeps. The term appears as early as
1499 in English records which mention one
"Edmund Bartlet, skepper." Though not as com-
mon as they once were, skepmakers can still be
found here and there.

So there you have it. A bit of information
about skeps. For thousands of years, they were
state of-the-art as domiciles for the honey bee.
Then in 1851, the Reverend L.L. Langstroth
made his epochal discovery of the principle of
the bee space, and the era of the movable-frame
hive had begun. But skeps remain with us, both
as literal objects and as poetic symbols of
beekeeping and its history. The A.I. Root
Company, which publishesBee Culture, uses a
symbolic skep as its logo (check out the cover of
this journal). It seems likely that the skep will
long remain a near-universal symbol of the
ancient craft of beekeeping.by Richard Dalby

I

placed in a case." The pictures also
show the remainder of comb being
placed in a wooden barrel and
stomped down with a wooden
stomper. The crushed honey in the
barrel was referred to as 'baker's
honey.'

One of the first priorities, when
planning to make a large skep, is lo-
cating a source for the best kind of
straw in sufficient quantity. Most

. references state that rye or wheat
straw was the most commonly uti-
lized for skep construction, depend-
ing upon what was grown locally. In
some localities, other cereal grains
were used, as well as a variety of
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reeds and rushes. We wanted to use
rye straw because of the longer stem
length and size: After an extensive
search, we learned that the Ford
Motor Company Farm, located in
Ypsilanti, Michigan, was planting
rye in the Fall for plowing under the
following Spring. The farm manager,
Doug Wilken, agreed to let us cut the
rye if we would assure him that the
harvest could take place before the
plowing schedule. In the Spring, we
carefully watched the rye's growth,
and when the stems were sufficiently
long, but before seed development,
we assembled a crew to cut the crop.
(We reasoned that

seeds in the finished skep would
attract mice or other rodents.)

It was in early June that the re-
cruited group of beekeepers began to
harvest the rye, using old-fashioned
scythes to cut the stems. Some of us
found out quickly that handling a
large scythe was an arduous task
which involved some skill. We were
extremely fortunate to learn that one
of our crew, a recent emigrant from
Romania, had spent a fair amount of
his youth cutting grain by hand in his
native country. We marveled at his
ability to cut the rye, allowing it to
fall perfectly into windrows, thus
making it
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an easy task for the rest of us to gather
and bundle the straw for transport.

Drying the bundles of green straw
was the next step to be accomplished.
Because the early part of June 1996 in
Michigan was quite wet, some of the
rye was lost due to molding. July and
August, however, were essentially
devoid of moisture; therefore, the
bundles, which were loosely placed
over drying racks, became golden and
ready for assembling into long
ropelike loops.

In making a skep, one normally
starts at the top by coiling a tightly
bound rope of straw counterclock-
wise, stitching each coil together as
the work progresses. Because of the
size of our skep, which was to be 57
inches high, with a base diameter of
45 inches, we decided to start at the
bottom and work upward. Before any
straw rope was formed, however, a
conical wooden lattice-type frame-
work was constructed to provide
shape and give additional strength to
the skep. To build this structure, white
oak strips cut one inch by one quarter-
inch were used. This framework was
attached to a wooden platform which
could be moved about easily.

Once the framework was as-
sembled, a series of skep-making
work sessions were scheduled in
October. Volunteers from our bee-
keeping organization met at the home
of a beekeeper outside Ann Arbor,
Michigan, to begin making the straw
rope. A long, narrow table, fashioned
from bee boxes and wooden planks,
was used to layout the straw for
forming the rope and binding it with
sisal twine. When approximately 12
feet of the three-inch diameter spiral-
bound straw had been completed, it
was attached to the base of the skep
frame. When another 12 feet of rope
was ready, it was spirally rotated
above the base loop and stitched to the
base loop by using a homemade
wooden bodkin threaded with sisal
twine. This process was repeated until
the entire framework of the skep was
covered.

To keep the dry straw flexible
during the rope-making process, it
was sprayed with water the evening
before each work session. This was
especially necessary when forming the
acute round turns of rope at the top of
the skep. It should be noted,
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too, that in order to more easily form
the top portion of the skep, the di-
ameter of rope used there was slightly
reduced from the three-inch size used
on the lower part of the project.

Throughout October, one group
of beekeeper retirees made the work
session a regular Tuesday afternoon
activity. Even nonbeekeepers joined
in the fun and watched the steady
growth of the skep. As the project
progressed, we received a call from a
professor who was teaching a course
in fiber art at the University of
Michigan, asking if her class could
view the skep. We had not thought of
our project as a work of art, but
apparently the students did, and
because they had no idea what a skep
was, we instructed them on the use
and history of straw skeps. Later, the
Detroit ABC television station
videoed the partially completed skep
and developed a short TV segment on
honey bees, which was shown on the
evening news, Channel 7, Detroit.

On October 26, 1996, the final
loop of straw was put into place, and
a photograph was taken of several of
the volunteers huddled beside the
finished skep.

One might ask what the benefits
are of such a project and what we
planned to do with a 57-inch-high
straw skep. Group projects, we be-
lieve, especially when a number of
individuals are involved coopera-

tively, can bring out the best in
people. Already our club is planning
a teaching-demonstration apiary for
its next cooperative endeavor. This
apiary will be located near the facility
where our annual Southeastern
Michigan Bee School is held each
year. Having a hands-on apiary
project where novice beekeepers can
arrange to meet with experienced
ones throughout the year certainly
will be of value to new beekeepers.

Plans for using the skep are not
definite at this time, but our orga-
nization is working on some possible
uses. Each year the Southeastern
Michigan Beekeepers' Association
enters an educational exhibit at the
Michigan State Fair and this year, the
skep may be used as a backdrop for
our honey and wax displays. Also,
because the Michigan Honey Queen
is often invited to be in parades
around the state, our skep may be
used on the floats which carry her and
the Honey Princess. Perhaps readers
of this article will come forth with
additional ideas for using the skep.

If you wish to learn more about this
project or have suggestions, please contact
Roger Sutherland,5488Warren Road, Ann
Arbor, MI48105,or call him at (313)668-
8568.

Roger and Mary Sutherland are hobby
beekeepers (and skep builders) from Ann
Arbor, Michigan.
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Completed skep with some of the construction workers. Top row: Joan Doman, Don
Garnham, Roger Sutherland, and John Wrosch. Bottom row: Frances Alloway, Tom Lisk,

Mary Sutherland, and Cindy Lisk.


