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Park District of Highland Park

honey harvest yields 1,000 pounds

of honey
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A low buzz can often be heard emanating from the Park District of Highland Park’s Heller

Nature Center. 

That buzz is the sound of happy, busy honey bees hard at work for this year’s honey

harvest, which yielded around 1,000 pounds of honey, Heller Nature Center Manager

Jessica Reyes said. 

“Some years our honey tastes a little minty but this year it’s very light, it’s very sweet,”

Reyes said. 

The crisp sweetness to this year’s honey harvest is the result of longer blooms of

basswood, asters and locust tree flowers, Reyes said. 

The park district has been harvesting honey from its collection of hives for more than 15

years, she said. It keeps 20 hives of bees – for reference, a hive can contain between

10,000 and 60,000 bees. 

While the park district does not have one employee dedicated to beekeeping, all of its

naturalists take part in the harvesting and maintaining efforts, Reyes said. 

One of those naturalists, Meghan Meredith, had her first go at harvesting honey with the

district this year, and it was occurring at the same time as the solar eclipse, she said. 

The eclipse, however, didn’t seem to affect the behavior of the bees, nor anyone working

to get the harvest completed, she said. Harvesting during the eclipse was what Meredith

called a “duo of excitement.” 

“It’s kind of like a balancing act,” Meredith said. 

District employees and volunteers have to extract the honey and ready it for sale, while
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also prepping the bees for the fall and winter and make sure that they have enough honey

to last the winter, she said. 

Despite a busy couple of days, it was still enjoyable, Meredith said. 

“It’s really just fun to see all of the fruits of your labor come to life,” she said. 

Meredith said that she was somewhat familiar with beekeeping practices, but doesn’t have

years of experience, she said. 

“I did a couple of beekeeping things in a smaller harvest during my internship,” she said.

“This is kind of my first go.”

Beehives across the country have had issues with small bugs called mites that infest hives,

but the hives at the park district have avoided mite problems for the most part. 

“Our hives did really well this year despite lots of other beekeepers having problems with

mites,” Reyes said.

The locally harvested honey goes on sale Friday, Sept. 1, at the Nature Center, and the

harvest usually begins a few weeks before that, Reyes said. 

To start harvesting, a foul-smelling bee deterrent is rubbed on the top of the bee box, the

artificial hive created for the bees. This foul stench of the material drives the bees down to

the bottom of the hive.

Once the bees are sitting on the bottom of the hive, the honeycomb trays can be removed

from the hive, Reyes said. 

When these trays are removed and the layer of beeswax is removed from the top of them,

they are placed into an extractor and spun at a high rate of speed until the honey gathers

in the bottom of the vat, she said. 

The honey is then transferred to a large container to rest overnight to allow air and

bubbles to escape from the honey. 

To complete all of this work, the park district relies on the help of volunteers in

cooperation with the naturalists already working for the district, she said.

Together they bottle and sell the honey. 
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It’s a popular item, Reyes said. It often sells out within a day or two. The Park District will

have around 1,000 bottles available. 

For those who’d like to get up-close and personal with the bees, the park district offers

public programs where attendees adorn a beesuit and get some hands-on beekeeping

experience. 

The next program begins on Sept. 10. 
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