
Straw Bale Gardening 

The purpose of teaching this class is purely selfishness.  I 

wanted to learn how to grow a Straw Bale Garden and I thought 

the easiest way to do so was to teach others while I read 

everything I could get my hands on.  I researched documents 

from colleges, universities, authors, and profiteers.  I read 

books, online posts and watched videos.  My goal is to 

condense all I’ve learned and share it with you.  Together we 

can learn and hopefully have a productive garden this fall, while 

having fun. 

I’m going to start with the basics.  What is straw?  Straw is a 

very versatile material with many uses.  Archery targets, 

decoration, insulation, and livestock bedding.  Livestock usually 

won’t eat straw and it has very little nutritional value.   

When a small-grain crop such as oats, wheat, or barley is ready 

to harvest, the plant is cut off near the ground, and the seeds 

are removed inside a machine called a combine harvester via a 

complicated mechanism that separates the seeds from the 

stem (or the wheat from the chaff, as the saying goes).  As the 

combine continues through the field the seeds are collected in 

trailers and sold to make oatmeal, flour, and a thousand various 

foods.  The plant stalks are flung out the back of the combine 

and left as a byproduct of the harvested grain.  A baling 

machine is then used to pick up the stalks and pack them into 

rectangular bales for collection, transport and use, our use in 

straw bale gardening.  The beauty of straw bales for gardening 

are the seeds have been removed so you are assured the only 

thing that will grow in the straw is what you plant. 

 

Another interesting fact is that the stalks of straw have a unique 

physiology that allows them to be super absorbent.  If one looks 

carefully, it is easy to see that the stalks of straw are hollow 

inside, with a very narrow inside “tube.”  When the end of this 

narrow cylinder comes into contact with a droplet  

of water, there is a simple principle of physics call capillary 

action that causes the water droplet to climb inside the harrow 

tube.  Once inside, the moisture is trapped due to another basic 

principle call adhesion, which is a force that holds one molecule 

of water to another.  This force does not allow the water to run 

back out the cylinder because it cannot break the surface 

tension (adhesive force) of the water droplet at the end of the 

cylinder.  The water must evaporate out of that cylinder in 

order to dissipate.  This unique characteristic gives straw an 

extraordinary water holding capacity.  (example:  touch a 

colored water droplet using a glass straw and watch how 

quickly the water climbs up inside the straw.)   

If hay was used to grow your garden, you would grow hay.  The 

seeds and seed heads are inside the bales and have not been 

removed; seeds are desirable in hay.  Hay is used for the 

nourishment it provides to livestock and should be green, leafy, 

and harvested before it is overripe, which means the seeds 

would have fallen off. 

 

 



 

Advantages of a straw bale garden; 

1. Time (75% less time) 

2. Water (Use less water) 

3. Less pesticides 

4. No weeding 

5. Earlier Planting 

Three things needed for success 

1. Straw bales (5 bales per each member of the family 

recommended) (5 bale rows recommended) 

2. Sunlight (at least 6 hours a day) 

3. Water (the drip water system is recommended on a 

timer) 

Straw bales can be purchased from local farm supply stores.  

Currently, I was only able to find straw at Wilco Farm Stores in 

Gig Harbor and Bremerton and Coastal Farm and Ranch in 

Auburn on Supermall Way.  The cost approximately $12.99 a 

bale.  

Preparation 

1. Choose location 

2. Design 

3. Place bales on any surface—measure 4’-6’ distance 

between rows.  Run rows north to south 

4. Plan your planting-- 

5. Condition Bale (discussion later) 

6. Water—Drip watering system (soaker hose) is 

recommended (should be laid out prior to planting.  A 

regular hose is needed from spigot to soaker hose.) 

7. Climbing plants (cucumbers, tomatoes,  require a trellis 

system (T-fence post with fencing or string, place a post 

at the end of each row and 2X4s between the posts at 

the top to reinforce the posts when the 14 gauge fence 

wire is stretched)  (Place a pair of wire strands 10” above 

the bale and at 10 inches intervals;  these wires will also 

serve as a support for the Straw Bale greenhouse.  I’ll 

talk about that later.  

8. Plant 

9. Harvest 

Set up bales so strings are on the sides.  Your straw bale garden 

can be placed on the ground, level or a gentle slope; on asphalt; 

on gravel.  Trellis examples made from PVC and wood for 

placing garden on asphalt or gavel; see book available.  To 

control weeds between rows the options are newspaper, 

cardboard, wood mulch, thick layer of loose straw or landscape 

fabric (plastic tarp or sheets of plastic is not recommended, it 

encourages the growth, development and spread of disease.  It 

will also be slippery. 

Additional items needed 

Polyethylene plastic sheeting, 2-3 mil thick, 5 feet wide and 

long enough to easily cover your row of bales.  The plastic 

provides one of the greatest benefits of this system, it can give 

you a head start of two weeks or more on the growing season.  

The internal heat created by the decomposing straw is a big 



part of this, but to truly take advantage of the opportunity be 

sure to add the greenhouse element.  The best time to build 

your retractable greenhouse cover is right after you finish 

planting.  Mil stands of 1/1000 for an inch—not millimeter.  

Place the plastic sheeting between the two lower wires.  The 

poly cover will hold in the heat being generated by the 

“cooking” bale and keep the new transplants and seedlings 

warm and toasty.  While the nighttime temperatures and even 

some daytime temperatures can be damaging to tender plants 

put out too early, it is virtually impossible to incur damage 

under the tent cover with the little comport furnace running 

underneath the seedbed.  When the plants reach the cover, 

move them up to the 20” wire.  Pull poly covers off on warm or 

sunny days and the temperature reaches 65 degrees.  Keep the 

covers off until the forecast calls for temps cooler than 45 

degrees at night.   

Bird tape tied along the wire will keep the birds away, Irri-Tape 

Bird Repellent Ribbon was recommended.  Personally, I love the 

birds but I don’t like what they leave when sitting on the wire 

above my garden. 

When you’ve completed the bale placement, set the T-posts, 

put in the post bracing, run the wire, you’re now ready to 

condition the bales. 

Prepare the bale by “conditioning them for about two weeks 

prior to planting is essential to success.  Part of this process 

involves spraying the bales to get water and fertilizer deep 

down inside so they can start to “cook.”  This process takes 

approximately 10-12 days—the exact time required will be 

somewhat determined by the air temperatures.  If the target 

planting date is May 1, then begin the conditioning process 14 

days prior.  At the completion of this process the bacteria inside 

are activated and has begun to digest the straw, making 

nitrogen and other nutrients available.  Planting too early in 

bales that are not conditioned properly will yield very poor 

results, including dead transplants.  The goal is to practically 

compost the bales, just enough to get them “cooking” before 

plants or seeds are introduced.   

Day 1 Fertilizer ½ cup, 4oz, (use fertilizer high in nitrogen, 

some options include: Inexpensive lawn fertilizer with the 

content analysis of 29-0-4; Urea 46-0-0 or ammonium sulfate 

21-0-0) per bale spread evenly, water to saturation. 

Day 2 Water only (water collected in buckets the previous day 

that has warmed slightly is best, get into the habit.) 

Day 3 Repeat Day 1 and water 

Day 4 Repeat Day 2 

Day 5 Repeat Day 1 and 3 and water 

Day 6 Warm water only 

Days 7, 8 & 9 Apply ¼ cup 2oz, fertilizer to each bale each day, 

followed by warm water.  These 3 days are typically the most 

active days for the bacteria development.  Much depends on 

air temperature. 



Day 10 Apply 1 cup 10-10-10 type general fertilizer per bale.  

Water.  Mushrooms may appear, don’t worry, they will 

disappear completely within a few weeks. 

Day 11 Get your bedding plants from the nursery, purchase 

your planting mix and seed. 

Days 12-18 Plant [Make sure the bales are not too hot for 

planting seedlings.  If a meat thermometer stuck 6” into the top 

of a bale reads over 105 degrees, then wait another day or two 

until it cools down before planting.  Bale should not be over 105 

degrees.  Temperatures don’t matter if using seeds] (What now 

exists inside the bale is a nutrient-rich, slightly composted 

organic medium.  Some worry that these decomposing bales 

are a health concern, they are not.) 

Watering 

Soaker hoses should go in before planting.  Lay the soaker hose 

down so they run down the center on top of each bale in your 

garden.  Use some 20” lengths of your 14-gauge wire to make 

big staples to hold the hose in position.   

Seedlings can be transplanted directly into the bales.  Seedlings 

may be planted directly into a hold in the straw bale.  Seeds 

require a 1-2 inch level layer of sterile planting mix for 

germination directly over the soaker hose.  You will need 

approximately one cubic foot of “planting mix” for every two 

bales you plant.  This mix must be sterile, without weed seed or 

actual soil.  This is to avoid soilborne disease or other soilborne 

problems.  Miracle Grow brand is recommended.  Water after 

planting. 

Another fantastic advantage is how easy it is to grow potatoes 

in a straw bale.   They grow phenomenally well and are easy to 

harvest.  Also, your potatoes are very clean after growing in 

straw instead of soil.  The harvesting process for potatoes 

grown in straw is simple.  Simply cut the strings of your bale so 

the straw is no longer compressed, then just kick over the bales 

and harvest your potatoes.  You won’t have any marks on the 

potatoes from contact with tools (as you would if they were 

grown in a traditional garden), so your potatoes will store well, 

unblemished. 

You can also wrap them in brown paper if you like, because that 

helps them store longer. 

Keep them in a cool dry place, and check your stock often, 

tossing out any that have gotten soft or begun to rot. 

To plant, simply plant the potato cutting deep into the bale.  

While a bale maybe 20” high, plant 16-18” deep in a crack in 

the bale.  The looseness of the bale will allow the stem to easily 

reach the surface, and the potatoes will form along this stretch 

of stem filling the bale with potatoes. 

It’s suggested to plant two or three potatoes in a bale, even 

while planning other crops on the surface of the bale.  These 

surface plantings will be harvested early before the potato vine 

has stretched its way above and around the bale. 

Wait for the vine to flower and this is the earliest the potatoes 

will be ready, however waiting for the vine to wither later in the 

fall will allow the potatoes inside to mature a bit longer. 



Harvest 

After the season, bales have turned into beautiful, clean 

compost for use in your other gardens.  Next spring, repeat the 

process with the process with fresh bales.   

Tips 

Use a few baby food jars half full of beer to trap slugs in your 

Straw Bale Garden.  Bury the jar about halfway in the surface of 

the bale, and you’ll see it will attract dozens of slugs before the 

beer evaporates in a few days. 

Make a paper towel seed tape, use a roll of single ply paper 

towels or pull apart double ply, mix equal parts of flour and 

water and with a tiny craft paint splotches of the paste on the 

paper towel in a grid pattern.  Each paste splotch will hold a 

single seed, this helps you determine the exact spacing for 

plants will have in the spring.  Once the seeds are in place.  

Cover the whole thing with another lay of paper towel and 

press them together.  When they dry, the seeds will be fixed in 

place between the two layers.  When you plant, lay the paper 

towel with the seeds on a layer of planting mix and cover with 

another layer.  Refer to seed packet to determine the depth of 

coverage. 

SBG is not recommended for corn & asparagus. 

Spring and late fall, water every two or three days applying one 

or two gallons to each bale every time.  During the summer heat 

you may want to water your garden twice a day, applying one 

or two galls to each bale every time.  Consistent moisture is 

essential to healthy and productive vegetable plants.  For 

example, if you have 10 bales apply 10-20 gallons each time you 

water.  

 

  

 

In preparing for the Straw Bale gardening the following book 

was used 

Straw Bale Gardens, Complete (Updated Edition 

Breakthrough Method for Growing Vegetables anywhere, 

earlier and with no weeding) 

Author:  Joel Karsten 

A good Facebook group to follow is Straw Bale 

Miracle Garden. 


