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In my previous article (BfDJ 107) I showed how to use foundation 

strips to get straight top-bar combs so that top-bar hive 

beekeepers can lift combs easily from their hives. However, 

sometimes foundation is unavailable, too expensive, or adulterated  
with cheaper wax such as paraffin - which should never be used in 

hives. Confronted by those problems, top-bar hive beekeepers can 

encourage their bees to build straight combs without resorting to 

complicated triangular wooden comb guides or even wooden strip 

comb guides. Sometimes bees do not follow these wooden comb 

guides, as beekeepers in the USA learned in the 1880s. In the 

worst cases, the bees build combs across bars in the hive, making 

it impossible to remove combs without breakage. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 1 Comb for cutting into strips: even if the comb 

curves a little, it can be straightened 
 
Sourcing  
In this article I describe another method to get straight combs, 

strongly attached to top-bars without any foundation strips or 

any of the wooden comb guides mentioned above. The 

woodworker simply cuts the top-bar flat on both sides. 
 
This method of obtaining straight top-bar combs uses the bees’ 

comb as a source of foundation. This can be from either wild 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3 Painting melted wax on to the top-bar and comb 
strip. In making the picture, the wax has cooled, turning 
yellow. In actual practice, bring the comb strip and top-
bar together while the wax is still hot, appearing clear. 
The double boiler for melting the wax is to the left 
 
nests or hives in apiaries, where one can get old comb, preferably 

straight dark brood comb and it must be empty (in addition collect 

some lighter pure wax for attaching the comb strips to the top-

bars). In areas with known brood diseases, make sure the comb is 

not from a colony with disease or this could spread to the new 

colony. Figure 1 shows appropriate combs. Using a sharp knife, 

heated to slice through the wax more easily, cut the comb into 

strips. Make the strips about seven cells wide. We want to force 

the bees to build straight combs from wide strips (Figure 2), not 

narrow strips. The bees might ignore narrow strips and curve their 

combs away from them. The length of the strips should be about 

three inches (7.62 cm) less than the top width of the hive. The 

beginning of the comb should not touch the sides of the hive, 

which would encourage attachment (see below). Keep all shorter  
lengths of comb strips because these can be fitted 

together to form longer comb strips.  
Attach the comb strips to top-bars with melted beeswax. Proper 

attachment of the comb strips to the top-bars is extremely 

important: when the bees build the combs, the cluster hangs from 

 

P
H

O
T

O
S

 ©
 W

Y
A

T
T

 M
A

N
G

U
M
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 2 A comb cut into strips: use a straight piece of wood to Figure 4 Painting extra wax into the row of cells contacting the 
keep the knife cutting straight through the comb top-bar 
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Figure 5 Cutting away about half of the cell walls from 

the “foundation” of the comb (which is called the midrib 
in natural comb). This is not an exact cut: just leave 
some cell walls for the bees 
 
the comb strips so their attachment to the top-bars must be strong. 
 
Painting  
Melt some beeswax in a double boiler, that is, the wax is not 

directly heated by the flame, but rather by a water jacket. To attach 

a comb strip to a top-bar, I use a small paintbrush and quickly 

“paint” some melted wax on to the top-bar and on to the side of the 

comb strip that will contact it (Figure 3). Then bring the two 

together making sure the middle of the comb, the foundation part, 

lies right along the centre length of the top-bar. If I cannot do one 

long strip at one time without the wax cooling too much, I break the 

strip into two pieces. I attach the pieces one at a time leaving no 

gaps between them. With the comb strips attached, paint some 

extra wax into the row of cells contacting the top-bar (on both sides 

of the comb), building up more strength to the attachment (Figure 

4). When placing the comb strips on the top-bar do not let them 

touch the sides of the hive because that will encourage the bees to 

attach the comb to the sides of the hive. Instead let the comb strips 

start and end about 1.5 inches (3.81 cm) from the sides of the 

hive, the same recommendation for foundation strips. 
 
Critical part  
If we gave the bees the comb strips, all cut flat on their bottom 

sides, the newly built combs could wander from the straight 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 6 Peeling off the cell walls, leaving a thick 

foundational edge including some cell walls. The 

foundation makers of the late 1800s discovered that bees 

need some of the cell wall, a little ridge, for them to begin 

comb construction. We are using that wisdom by leaving 

some of the cell walls in the bees’ natural pattern 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 7 Comb strips at the rear of a newly hived (package-bee) 

swarm in a top-bar hive. The bees have not yet prepared the comb 

strips away from the cluster seen at the top of the picture. Notice 

how the strips appear as dark strips of foundation 
 

comb strips. To keep the combs straight, we need to give the bees 

straight edges for starting the new comb. Bees are good at 

working from edges. With a very sharp knife (maybe a single-edge 

razor blade, but be careful), slice off about half of the cell walls  
by making two cuts parallel to the “foundation” part of the comb 

(Figure 5). Those two cuts will be along the length of the comb strip 

on both sides of the “foundation” part of the comb. Cut about five 

cells deep into the comb. Tear off the loose cell walls, exposing the 

foundation of the comb covered by about half of the remaining old 

cell walls (Figure 6). The bees will quickly fix the ragged edges and 

in the process make them ready for new comb (Figures 7 & 8). 
 

Giving the bees small bits of comb to direct their construction 

further is an old idea, which has had variable success. The method 

described here adds a simple bit of subtle sophistication with  
the inclusion of a working edge to expose the “foundation” of 

the comb for much better success at producing straight combs 

(Figures 9, 10, and 11). Furthermore, the new comb attached 

to the old comb strip is incredibly strong compared to the other 

comb guides, foundation strips and the wooden guides (Figure  
12). In addition, this method of using straight combs 

relies only on local natural materials, as one could obtain 

all starting comb from unmanaged colonies. 
 

When using comb strips for straight combs and making 

top-bar hive bodies from plant stalks (Figure 13), one can 

make very low-cost hives, but with movable combs to 

build a successful beekeeping operation. 
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Figure 8 The comb strips prepared as new comb starters by the 

bees. A period of cool weather made the bees abandon these 

strips and cluster around their brood at the front of the hive. The 

bees have rounded the strips like new comb. I have prepared 

special educational top-bar hives with removable rear end pieces, 

letting the camera inside the hive for unique views 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 9 
Opening top-bar hive 24, a new colony with combs made 

from old comb strips 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 10 The combs are very straight 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 11 
Beautiful brood combs: about a week later, the combs 

of top-bar hive 24 are growing straight and strong 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 12 Never do this: I am holding a new top-bar comb 

horizontally to show how strong it can be when made from 

comb strips. The beekeeper makes the strong attachment to 

the top-bar, and the bees are essentially extending the comb. 

So this situation is different from using foundation strips and 

wooden comb guides resulting in more fragile new combs that 

must be held vertically. I wonder if comb strips may be useful in 

places where top-bar hives must be moved over rough roads? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 13 One of my top-bar hives made from weed stalks 
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