The Bee Trailer
A mobile classroom, Rob Keller’s Honey Bee Ecology Trailer
has hosted over 1,000 visitors in a day.
By M.E.A. McNeil
“I came to beekeeping from a really interesting place, not like most other beekeepers you’d meet,” said Rob
Keller. He was speaking across a marble table in a tapestried room overlooking vineyards at a winery where he
keeps bees, as he does in small apiaries spread across the Napa Valley. He is a man not prone to understatement, but
in this case, his story is not like most but like none. To understand Keller’s guiding principles requires a leap -- to
realize that the time he once spent preparing Egyptian funereal rites for road kill was an expression of the same view
that inspired what he now does with bees: a respect for life.
Caring for animals, “that's how I grew up,” he said. “My mom was in the veterinary field. So, pursuing his
Master of Fine Arts degree from The University of California at Davis, he created art installations that demonstrated
dignity for the remains of animals. He’d hit upon the idea of preparing their bodies after ancient Egyptian custom,
placing particular organs in sculpted canopic jars – in other words, elevating reverence for animals. As for the
staples that traditionally accompanied a mummy, “I didn’t have a tomb, so I put food back in the animal.” He
prepared, for example, a mouse to go inside a red-tailed hawk with the same care as he prepared the hawk. He was,
of course, not advocating these practices but an artist making a statement: “That was how I was getting my voice out
there,” a way of saying that all living beings are sacred.
His work was exhibited around the country, and he soon learned that in wet climates the desiccated
creatures would absorb moisture. “So I was trying to figure out how to seal the animals in a dignified, respectful
way. In a bee hive, I thought. I knew nothing about bees, but I got my first colony.” It was UC Davis Extension
Apiarist Eric Mussen who counseled him through his experiments: Bees removing the wrappings from your in-hive
mummy? No question, however arcane, left unanswered by the good Dr. Mussen.
Keller began creating observation hives for art galleries with tubes to the outside, showing the bees
building comb over various creatures -- in one case a five-foot long alligator. He became skilled at controlling
moisture and keeping the bees healthy. He got a grant to build a scanner that was positioned vertically inside a hive
so that the bees would build on the scanner bed. He made scans of their daily activity at 1500 dpi. “The stuff was
amazing,” he said. “You could blow it up huge. It was so beautiful. You know that love that happens; I just fell in
love with them.” It was at that point that he began to ask himself, “Am I an artist, or am I a beekeeper?”
“At some point in my art career I started saying, is this real? I'm not a mummy mill for the next show. This
idea of what I am talking about, honor, dignity, respect -- we have bigger issues than mummifying animals. I got
into bees. Now I look at what I do, and I say it is real. I stayed with the animal kingdom, and I am doing my part,
what I can do. What message can I share? It's very very close to the same message.”
“When people ask what's killing the bees, I look at them right in the eye and I say ‘You're killing the bees.
I'm killing the bees, we're all killing the bees. Look around: Big, big is stuff happening in the environment: We've
mismanaged the land… I can't get people in Napa to stop spraying fungicides. And I don't see any change. Everyone
is looking after his interest. I hate to be that guy, but we've got way bigger problems than the bees.”
Like it or not, he is that guy bearing a message. “I was way over the art thing,” he said, “And I was thinking
what can I do with bees?” In searching for funding, he found The Creative Work Fund, a project of Levi Strauss.
Their grants focused on place and community building, and Keller thought the role of the bees could be a fit. But
how? He had a little aluminum Aljoa trailer, called a canned ham. “That’s it,” he thought. “I'm going to turn that
thing into the world's largest honey bee observatory. I thought I was going to wrap the whole thing so that you
would walk in and the roof would be all bees.” In the grant application, he explained who he was as a beekeeper and
how the trailer would be used as an educational experience.

“I got the grant, $35,000. Wow, man, when does an artist ever have $35,000 to put into a project? The first
thing I did, I scrapped that Aljoa. Once a dude gets some cash, he wants an Airstream. I got one and found out that
$35,000 does not go very far when you start to retrofit an Airstream. I burned through that cash so fast.”
The trailer is a 27’ 1967 Overlander Airstream (Keller says Airstream people are worse than dog people
when it comes to the importance of these specifics). He turned to gutting the interior of the trailer with the same
respectful intention that he had for gutting animals. He redid the floor, and had stainless steel-topped cabinets built
to line the sides. He placed an enormous observation hive at the end. “It’s an amazing trailer even without the
observation hive. It’s all bee-d out.”
Success was immediate. “Who would have thought? From the minute you pull the trailer up and open it to
when you need to close, the problem is getting people to leave, saying, ‘Hey, you guys gotta go; you’ve got to go,
man.’ Now I have a crew of people that are just amazing. Sometimes a beekeeper comes in and I say ‘Hey, how
about you tell people about bees?’ Let other beekeepers tell their story.”
The tall vertical observation hive is an impressive height of ten medium frames. Maintaining colonies in it
has been a challenge. Until now, “I'd never been able to keep a colony of bees in it for one full year,” he said. He
was using swarms and allowing them to draw their own comb. “For one reason or another, they usually petered out
– the genetic stock or bouncing on the road, but I can't imagine that that's the case because [migratory beekeepers]
are moving bees around much more than I am.” The current colony is thriving and has, for the first time, built out all
ten frames and mostly filled them. It is a sight to see, unlike any observation hive, and not just because it is so large.
“The beauty of this thing, and the sad thing too, is that the guy who built it for me did not understand bee
space,” said Keller, who’d sketched the hive out on a napkin. “I said, ‘Hey man, build this for me will you?’ He left
too much space on either side of the glass, and I was so distraught. But I introduced some bees in it, and watched
them, and it was just stellar. They just went haywire, building all this crazy comb. With the regular observation hive,
the glass is right up on the frame so you can always see the queen. With this one the bees do what they want; this is
so much more interesting.”
Somehow, Keller manages to ride out the worst of his luck. When a ventilation screen loosened, it was not
a noticeable problem because the bees continued to come and go from their rear entrance. But the first day that hit
80° they looked for another exit and got out into the trailer. “It looked like a murder scene,” said Keller. “Thousands
of dead bees that had defecated all over the curtains, all over the cushions, all over everything.” It took a day to
clean, and he carefully plugged a likely crack. But the next day he once again faced devastation. “Same thing again,
they just destroyed the inside of the trailer.”
At that point, the colony was not big, but it still took two men to move the tall hive to his home in Napa -where it is illegal to keep bees. There, the hive thrived. But the city red-tagged it and fined him $353. By then, when
he and a friend attempted to move it, it weighed over 400 pounds and would not budge. He asked officials for a few
more days, but they threatened to triple the fine. With a crew of four, he succeeded in putting the observation hive in
one of his outlying apiaries.
“Were dealing with that kind of thing in Napa,” he said. “Right now in my phone half of the messages deal
with ordinances. We are putting together best bee practices and coming up with an overall plan that the surrounding
towns can adopt. We live in an agricultural area, and it's ridiculous that we can't keep bees.”
He was looking out across the vineyards at Ram’s Gate Winery in the Carneros district in Northern
California where he spoke. Keller has inspired pollinator plantings around the breathtakingly beautiful winery. More
important than the novelty of having bees there, the site is part of his program of distant spacing as a mite-control
tool, something he learned from Tom Seeley of Cornell. “That guy is the bomb; he's getting it,” he said,
appreciatively. “The varroa mite will kill its host and jump to the sister hive right next door. I'm spreading my hives
out now. People where I do the work have plenty of property. It's kind of a pain for me; I'm spacing at least 50
yards. If I can get them 100 yards I will.”
Freedom to keep bees everywhere in his environs is particularly important to Keller because he is focused
on local beekeeping and the development of local stock. He is all about the particularities of place: that is why the
Levi Strauss grant for community building was a fit and why barriers to keeping bees in his community are not. He
plies the Napa Valley mentoring, collecting swarms, and visiting apiaries. He works with a crew of ten or so “honey

bee homies,” and finds that “I never open a hive alone anymore,” since there is always someone who wants to learn
or offers to help. His work echoes the collective effort of the bees, bringing the people of the Napa Valley and
beyond to awareness of their mutual responsibility for the health of local colonies.
The bee trailer carries his message. “We will roll into a school early in the morning when no one is even
there yet,” he said. First he positions the trailer so the rear bee entrance is clear. He begins by opening it. “The first
time I took it out I left the bees plugged up in it, and I learned very quickly that it's not nice. They have certain
distinctive patterns that they go through as they get more and more agitated. They start working their way as a group
around the hive. They don't like it.”
“Everyone wants to put setbacks on things, how far to keep bees back in an area. It's not about setbacks, it's
about flight path. I've never ever had a problem with anyone ever being stung.” Nor has he felt the need to have
insurance on the trailer.
He begins a school day with a lesson for teachers. Their classes, studying related subjects, visit for an hour
or more, with ten or so students at a time inside at the observation hive and the others doing related activities
outside. The lesson concludes with a honey tasting inside the classroom. Some schools choose to book the trailer for
a week, parked on campus, for which Keller charges $500. The school then takes responsibility for putting the
covers on the observation hive and locking it up at night.
At fairs, where there have been as many as 1,500 visitors a day, Keller and his crew have camped out with
the trailer, “the bees coming and going.” For some adult events, he lines the countertops with honeys from around
the world for tasting. The number of times he takes the trailer out is limited, since he does it on his own: “I’m not in
the market of marketing the trailer.”
The booming observation hive has an unexpected additional role. “I have a bunch of beekeepers that I am
runnin’ with, and we use that observation hive as a barometer for what's going on in the Napa Valley. We started
saying, ‘Wow, here it is the middle of August, and they are pulling all of the honey stores out of the top of it. You
can see it, it's very clear because they have built the wax cells to store honey right up against the glass. It's beautiful.
They started pulling all of the honey out of the top. They're moving it all down around the brood chamber.” It was a
sign that the bees were huddling down for the winter.
“The Langstroth way of keeping bees -- bless his heart he was a genius, old Lorenzo, he had it figured out - but I don't think he really had an idea of what's the best thing for bees. Looking at them in trees: that brood
chamber moves up and down inside that space. Bees want to be on a long piece of comb that they can move up and
down on.” Keller is a practical man who uses Langstroth hives in his apiaries, but he is an advocate of follower
boards to mimic that long, tall space.
When colonies are removed from walls in late summer, he asks, “How come those bees don't survive? It's
because they are preparing themselves for winter, and they can't survive that move. For the most part they circle the
drain. So now we stop doing cut-outs in August. This is a wonderful, wonderful tool for beekeepers who are going
to watch it. We can learn a lot from observing the bees.”
He remembers laughing with friends when he first got a beehive, “ ‘Oh, ha ha, I have 60,000 bees working
for me; I am the pharaoh’. Now look,” he said, “The bees are laughing, ‘He's working for us.’”
Ready now to reinstall the observation hive for an expo in a few weeks, Keller rolls into the apiary that
serves as its summer quarters. One glace at his VW Vanagon gives the illusion that it carries beekeepers at the
ready, but they are Sheriff-style bee veils are pulled over the headrests, their attached suits tucked into them. The
vehicle is “totally dialed for a beekeeper,” he said. The roof is outfitted with a rack custom made to hold bee boxes
with a sliding metal arm that secures any number in place. A folding ladder is mounted on the back to give access to
the roof.
Here, a succession of blooms have swollen the colony’s stores: eucalyptus, acacia, Asian pear and apple
orchards, blackberries and “something beyond the trees.” The colony is so large and has so much comb adhering to
the glass that it would be impossible to open at this point. But Keller is not concerned with working them. What he
subscribes to is “the idea of working with the bees. These are wild creatures, you have no control over them. You
have a better chance of herding a cat that you do a bee. I kind of like that. I don't like people telling me what to do,
so I try not to tell them what to do.” Throughout his apiaries, “I let the bees build their own foundation. I have little

or no plastic foundation. I don't even like the idea of wax foundation because it says ‘build this size comb’. I don't
want them to feel obligated to make worker comb, worker comb. I harvest burr comb out of my hive, roll it and
flatten it down with my hive tool into a thin disk that I shove up into the top bar. It lets me know what my nectar
flow is at that time of the year; if I come back in a week, and they have filled out that frame, I am going to throw
more in there. The nectar flow is on, man, we're out of the gate. If they don't, I know to pull back a little. I’m lovin
it.” To harvest from those delicate combs in his apiaries, Keller uses a small wine press. He says, “Honey is not
about quantity, it's about quality. It's about the intent put into it. It's about all of those things.”
He is also creating survivor stock that he calls regional, since he sometimes augments his local colonies
with strong genetics from two adjacent counties. “I do think that there are some things that we fundamentally need
to do as beekeepers. At this point you have to take a camp. Are you going to be the guy who says I'm going to save
my bees, my bees. There is an arsenal of medications that you can throw at them. I could keep the bees at Ram’s
Gate alive, no problem, right? I'm not going to go down that road. They're not mine, they’re our bees. It's open
mating, and I have very little tolerance for people who are medicating their bees. It's incredibly hard for me, and if
they are going to be medicating their bees, keeping a compromised genetic stock alive, mating with my queens,
that's frustrating to me. When I signed on with Ram’s Gate, I told them that the bees have to come first, and I'm not
the guy who's going to medicate them. I'm not going to rob all their honey so that you have something on your shelf
and then throw a bunch of sugar water at them later. Honey is the byproduct of healthy bees. Otherwise you're going
to have to find some other be chimp.’ People respect that.”
Keller surfaces now and then from keeping bees and writing ordinances to write a blog, which can be found
at http://www.napavalleybeecompany.com/. “On the grand scale of things there are much bigger players out there,”
he says. “California is a plethora of amazing bee heads. But I can make a difference in Napa because I've gotten to a
place now where I am being heard at least. Sometimes I ask myself,” he said, “How did you get here? It has been
crazy in a fabulous way.”

Rob Keller keeps bees at apiaries throughout the Napa Valley. He is working a hive at Ram’s Gate Winery, where
he has encouraged new plantings of pollinator plants, as grapes are mainly wind-pollinated. Photo: M.E.A. McNeil

Keller uses custom built long telescoping covers that come down further over the sides. He can move them back and
forth to regulate large ventilation screens in his inner covers. “No water is getting in, but they are crazy expensive
to make,” he said. Each hive has a metal tag stapled to it with its history of origin. Photo: M.E.A. McNeil

Inside each of Keller’s custom hive covers is a bee office, with an envelope for records, pencils, eraser and entrance
reducers of various sizes. In his hand is the insulated cover. His “bee cal” shirt is a play on the popular “nor cal”
logo. Photo: M.E.A. McNeil

Keller’s VW Vanagon is tricked out for a beekeeper. A custom rack fits hive bodies that are held in place with a
movable arm. A mounted ladder in back gives him access to the roof. Bee suits are stowed over the head rests.
Photo: M.E.A. McNeil

The ten-frame observation hive used in the education trailer is housed in an outdoor apiary in the off season. The
builder’s error of bee space has turned out to reveal an inside view of the bees preparing for winter by moving their
stores to surround the brood nest. As an artist, Rob Keller sought to convey a respect for living creatures. He has
brought his guiding philosophy to beekeeping, and he shares this observation hive in his education trailer. He does
not treat his bees and keeps them in small spaced-out locations as one management technique for mite control.
Photo: M.E.A. McNeil

Keller with his son Davis with the bee trailer at a festival in St. Helena, California. Keller’s Master of Fine Arts
degree and segue into bees came at U.C.Davis, which he honored with his son’s name. Photo courtesy of Rob
Keller

When the bee trailer goes on display, it rolls in early so that the flight path can be positioned and the bees opened
for the day. Here it is opened at the Napa Valley resort Meadowood. Photo courtesy of Rob Keller

At some venues, the bee trailer can be set up for days. Here, at Solfest, a sustainability festival, Keller and his “bee
homies” camp out in the tow vehicle next to the exhibit. Photo courtesy of Rob Keller

Maintaining a colony in the 10 frame observation hive has had its first successful overwintering after several years
of loss. Here, the tall hive is being replenished and prepared for installation. Photo courtesy of Rob Keller

A 27’ Airstream trailer was gutted down to the wheel wells and completely refitted as a rolling bee museum. Photo
courtesy of Rob Keller

Making a house a home: This illustration among the exhibits in the Honey Bee Ecology Trailer shows a doll house
inhabited by honey bees. It is one of Rob Keller’s art projects that drew him into beekeeping. Photo courtesy of Rob
Keller

“Bee-d out,” as Keller describes it, the trailer has a bench for viewing the observation hive and baskets of displays
to be used according to the group that will be visiting – from school children to fair goers. Photo courtesy of Rob
Keller

Visitors in the trailer at the Heirloom Exposition in Santa Rosa, California. Photo courtesy of Rob Keller

The current queen of the 10-frame observation hive in the education trailer has a domain that has filled all the
frames and has overwintered without treatment. The colony is a captured swarm from the Napa Valley.
Photo courtesy of Rob Keller

Is that the queen? Visitors to the bee trailer at the Heirloom Exposition watch the bees in the observation hive. The
colony is open to fly from the rear of the trailer. Photo courtesy of Rob Keller

Installing bees in the observation hive for the trailer. All of the comb is pulled by the bees without foundation.
Photo courtesy of Rob Keller

