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Straw Bale Gardening: Getting Started

For many urban and suburban residents, vegetable gardening is often a romantic notion but not necessarily feasible. For
some, it might be the lack of yard space or compacted, rocky soil that you can't dig into. For others it may be a physical
limitation, such as a bad back, that prevents them from doing the prolonged bending and stooping that gardening
typically requires.

We set up straw bale gardens in our own yards this year and are so enthusiastic about the ease of it all that we wanted to
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introduce straw bale gardening, tell you how to set up and compost them, what and how to plant, and how to integrate

some aesthetics with flowers.

The What, Why and Where of Straw Bales?

Straw bale gardening is technically a raised garden bed on which you can grow vegetables, herbs and annual flowers.
Purchase wheat straw bales (not hay or rice straw) tied with synthetic twine and simply place the bales where a planter
is desired. Wheat straw bales are available from local feed supply stores or fruit stands and are relatively weed free.
Feed stores, which carry wheat straw for animal bedding year around for about $7 each, are listed in the yellow pages
and the internet. Fruit stands generally have wheat straw bales left over from Halloween pumpkin displays and will sell
whatever they have.

What Can Grow In Your Straw Bale Garden?

You can grow many types of vegetables and flowers in a straw bale. Suitable vegetables include lettuce, kale and other

greens, squash, cucumbers, peppers, chard, tomatoes, eggplant, peas, and annual herbs such as parsley and basil. Corn
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bales since the root zone is rough and the straw will tangle the roots. Radishes are one root vegetable that are suitable for

straw bales. Remember that if you plant vines such as peas or tomatoes, you'll need to provide trellis or cage support as

they mature. The key is to plant what you like to eat or love to look at, and don't be afraid to experiment!

Getting Your Straw Bale Garden Ready For Planting.
What is great about straw bale gardening is that it doesn't take long to prepare the bales for planting. By preparation,
we mean composting the bales. Here are the easy steps for setting up and preparing your straw bale garden for
planting:
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Pearl Eddy, U.C. Master Gardener and U.C. Master Food Preserver, Solano County

§ Almost all of our nation's prunes are produced in

California, and we supply 70 percent of the world's
needs. Prunes are varieties of the European plum
(Prunus domesticg but not all plums can be dried
into prunes. In recent years, packaged prunes for
sale have been labeled "dried plums" to get away
from the idea of prunes being "medicinal.”

Fresh plums are available here from May through
October. Harvest plums as they ripen. A ripe plum
gives slightly under your fingers. They can be
ripened on a counter for several days, if needed;
store ripe fruit in the refrigerator for several days.
Most plums have about 35 calories each and are
high in dietary fiber and vitamins C and A.

| suggest that if you are interested in planting a
plum tree in your yard, that you sample assorted
plums from the local farmers' markets this summer
and make notes of the names of those you find
especially tasty. You can then plan a good spot for
planting and can shop for (or order) your choice.
Plums are often grafted (or budded) on common
purple -leafed plum rootstocks.

Pests of plums (prunes) include aphids, peach twig
borers and San Jose scale. Spring diseases include
blossom brown rot and russet scab. Both are
commonly treated with fungicides during bloom.

In most local soils nitrogen is the only needed

‘ fertilizer (21-0-0). Adequate pruning will help
| improve fruit size and keep the tendency for

alternate-bearing (a cycle in which the tree bears
excessively in one year and little the next year)
under control.

N European plums are yellow, red, green and purplish

-blue. They were probably introduced in the United
States by Pilgrims. Japanese plums, which probably
came from China in 1870, are usually more pointed
at the apex than the common European plum. They
are usually yellow or light red but never purplish -
blue. The Sunset Western Garden Bookhas a lot of
valuable information on varieties.

We planted several varieties of plums in our
orchard 36 years ago, and most are still struggling
along after fights with assorted borers. My favorites
include the Elephant Heart plum, developed in
Sonoma County in the 1930's, which is very large
with dark red skin and a juicy, sweet red flesh.

(This may need a Santa Rosa plum as a pollinator.)
We also like the Santa Rosa plum, which when ripe
is slightly soft with a smooth dusty purplish -red
skin. The Green Gage plum is small to medium size
with greenish -yellow skin with very sweet amber
flesh.

We also like the Italian Prune which ripens in late
mid -season. It is sweet with purple-black skin and
sweet yellow-green flesh. It is excellent fresh,
canned and dried. As we live in the hot English
Hills area, we dry this "plum" on plastic nursery
trays with no pre -treatment.

Preserving plums is a colorful and easy way to
enjoy them throughout the winter months. | simply
prick the skin on two sides with a fork to prevent
splitting. Freestone varieties are easy to pit after
being cut in half, but | can them whole. Place them
in jars, covered with either water or syrup. (A light
syrup is one cup of sugar per one quart of water.) A
"cold pack" (uncooked with cool liquid) is processed
by the boiling water bath method for 20 minutes for
pints, and 25 minutes for quarts.

Spiced Prune-Plum Jam (yield 9 to 10 cups)

7 pounds prune-plums (about 4 quarts prepared
plums)

8 cups granulated sugar

2 cups cider vinegar

1 teaspoon each of ground cloves, ground nutmeg
and cinnamon

1/2 teaspoon grated lemon rind

Wash, halve, and pit prune -plums. Place all

ingredients in a large kettle. Cook slowly, stirring

often, until thick, approximately 20 to 30 minutes.
(Continued on pag#1)
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Launa Herrmann, U.C. Master Gardener trainee, Solano County

Sniff. Drip. Wheeze. Are these familiar sounds in your k Alder ( Alnus), a genus of the BETULACEAE family.

home? If so, you are not alone as another Solano County  k Ash (Fraxinus), a genus of the OLEACEAE family

spring approaches. Allergenic activity appears on the rise  kBirch (Betulg, also a genus of the BETULACEAE

with drier air and little rain to knock down the pollen. family.

Flowers, grasses and weeds produce most of the pollen k Box Elder (Acer), a genus of the ACERACEAE family.

that commonly causes allergies. Yet these pollinators are  k Oak (Quercus), agenus of the FAGACEAE family.

not the only villains wreaking nasal and bronchial havoc. A kWillow ( Salix), also a genus of the OLEACEAE family.

highly -prized well -loved backyard shade tree can also be a

culprit. With the rare exception of oaks, the majority of these trees
are used as ornamentals throughout cities and can pollinate

Five years ago, when our family moved to Vacaville, | was any time from January through May. Some oaks expel all
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corridor for pollen. Raised on a Southern California orange - pollinated, are known to release into the air large volumes

grove without a prior history of allergies, | had no concept  of highly allergenic pollen that is problematic to fewer

of the misery ahead. That first spring | faulted the grassy people. Alders, which are capable of significant allergenic

open space at the end of the street. One season | even activity, are infamous for their dangling catkins loaded
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blustery winds while blaming the dust. After all, its birch species, an extensively planted non-native to
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Truth be told, out of more than 50,000 types of trees, less  beside our driveway. To make matters worse, three alders

than 100 are linked to allergies. Most experts agree grow pampered and protected in our yard. As the evidence
hardwood deciduous trees that lose leaves in the fall are stacks against these culprits, | decide not to solicit my

the primary pollen producers. Since pollination by windis T UUEEOEz Uwi 1 Ox wubOwi UUPOEUDOT wl (
less effective than by insects, these trees produce copious OOWOUUWEOOE OGS w( wOOOPwi 1 7OOWEOOI
amounts of light, dry, aerodynamic grains to assure about arresting the land to the raucous roar of his chain
reproduction, especially dioecious males. Landscape saw.

gardener and former nurseryman Thomas Ogren, author of
? 00U & WEEUET OPOT O2 wEI ODI Y indiead: Ipentetrhyl p@dicantebt] Alofe CFerune, Ehe D O1 w
dioecious males over messy female trees that drop debris  obvious. Trees provide wind protection and a habitat for
(seeds, seed pods and fruit) on the ground requiring wildlife. Trees add curb appeal and privacy. Trees lower
cleanup. utility bills by reducing heat reflecting from asphalt and
concrete. Without these leafy umbrellas of shade, | cannot
In Solano County, where pome orchards and nut groves DOET POl wlUUUYDYDOT WSEEEYDOOI! z Uwl
abound, the fruit trees exude sticky, heavy pollen, are

insect-pollinated and less known to create an allergic So . .. the trees stay. Sentencing the four to death solves

response. Often, our main allergy offenders are overlooked nothing if trillions of pollen grains from surrounding

because we are oblivious that these trees reside in our neighborhoods can drift for miles on warm, windy, dry

yards, throughout the valleys and on the foothills EEaUBw, EAE]l wOl ROwUI EUOOwWwOaWEODOOI
surrounding us. The top tree culprits culpable of triggering %O U wOOPOwWUT EUz UwOT 1T wi 1 UUDPOT wi 6>
an allergenic response in our area include: pray for a rain shower to cleanse the air.

(Continued on pag#1)
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Dear Hottie,

| have been searching internet for bulbs or plants that
well in artificial office light.

Deanna

Hi Deanna,

Thank you for your inquiry. | have been looking through my manuals and have come up with a few
suggestions for your project.

Chinese evergreen Aglaonemehybrid) enjoys low light and moist soil. Its sap contains an irritant, so

it should be placed out of reach of children and pets. Sansevieri@ wOU w? 2 OEOI w/ OEOU> wkE
plant known for its stiff leaves. AspidistraO wO U wf?U'CEO OEOUO? WEEQwT UOP wU O w
some neglect. The Kentia palm Howea Forsteriaaand the Parlor palm (Chamaedora eleggrdo well

in low light but require more water and fertilizer than Aspidistra A philodendron is another choice.

For ferns, choices include the Japanese holly fern Cyrtomium falcatum) and the Davallia fejeensier
UEEEDPUz Uwi OO00wi 1T Ubbd

Davallia fejeensis

Aglaonemeahybrid
Chamaedora elegans
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PLANTING

PREVENTION

SPRING GARDENINGGUIDE

fi A THE SMELL OF HOT LEATHER TO THE HUNTSMAN, AS THE REEK OF A HUSBANDGS OLD PIPESTO A
WIDOW, SO IS THE INCENSE OF NEWLY-TURNED SOIL TO A GARDENERIN SPRING RICHARDSONWRIGHT

¢ Edibles: Loose -leaf lettuce, culinary
herbs, chard, carrots, radishes,
spinach, sorrel, beets broccoli.

¢ Warm-season annuals: Ageratum,
alyssum, bedding dahlias, impatiens,
lobelia, petunia, phlox, portulaca,
salvia, sunflower, zinnia.

¢ Perennials: Ceanothus, lavender,
coreopsis, penstamon, rudbeckia,
dwarf plumbago, scabiosa, verbena.

MAY

JUNE

Edibles: Beans, corn,
cucumbers, eggplant, melons,
okra, peppers, pumpkins,
squash, tomatoes,
watermelon.

Butterfly, bee and
hummingbird attractions:
Agastache, alstroemeria, bee
balm, coneflower, coral bells,
fuchsia, honeysuckle,
penstamon, salvia.

Plant chrysanthemums for fall
color.

Perennial shrubs, trees or
vines.

Edibles: Melon, beans and corn
from seed; tomato, squash and
cucumber seedlings.
Successive plantings of basil
and cilantro.

Summer annuals: Cosmos,
marigolds, portulaca,
sunflowers, zinnias.

Summer -blooming perennials:
Daylilies, gloriosa daisy,
Russian sage, salvia, yarrow

¢ Control weeds 1 pull or hoe them as
soon as they appear.

¢ Fertilize and clean up around
azaleas, camelias, and
rhododendrons. Fertilize citrus.

¢ Tune up motor and sharpen blades
on lawn mower. Mow often enough
that you cut no more than 1/3 the
length of the grass blade in any one
session. Leave clippings on lawn.

¢ Spray olives, liquidamber and other
messy trees with fruit control
hormone or blast with hose to curb
fruit production.

Aerate and fertilize lawns.

Fertilize citrus and established
perennials and vegetables.

Deadhead spent flowers to
encourage new bloom; pinch
back petunias and fuchsia.

Allow spring bulb foliage to
yellow and dry out before
removing.

Remove extra suckers if they
appear around raspberry
bushes.

Watch for weeds among
ground covers.

Roses: Cut back faded blooms
to 10 above firs
faces outside bush.

Fruit trees: Thin apples, pears,
peaches and nectarines, leaving
about 60 between
Sprinklers: Summer heat
increases water
week. Adjust sprinklers for
adequate coverage and

irrigation.

Fertilize annual flowers,
vegetables, lawns and roses.

Dig and divide crowded bulbs;
allow to dry before replanting.

Deep water trees to encourage
deep, strong root growth.

¢ Bait for snails and slugs, following
all product instructions.

¢ Rid new growth of aphids with blast
from hose every few days.

¢ Dump standing water to slow
mosquito breeding.

Tune up drip irrigation
systems.

Build basins around the bases
of shrubs and trees; muich
those and garden plants to
conserve moisture and reduce
weeds, leaving a mulch -free
margin around plant crowns
and stems.

Stake tomatoes and
perennials.

Remain vigilant against snails,
slugs and aphids.

Mulch to keep roots cool and
retain moisture.

Check underside of tomato
leaves for hornworms.

Spray roses with Neem oil to
help control aphids, black spot,
whiteflies and powdery mildew.
Inspect garden for earwigs.

Remain vigilant against snails
and slugs.
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(Continued from pag#-Straw Bale Gardening)

1. Placing your bales . Bales can be placed
in a yard, or on a patio or paved area and
arranged individually, lined up in rows,
or grouped together to form a wide
planting surface. Placing the bales with
the twine horizontally, or on the top,
yields the greatest planting area and a
root depth suitable for most vegetable
crops. If tall and deep-rooted plants that
need staking such as tomatoes are
anticipated, place the bales with the
twine vertically, or on the sides, to give
the greatest root and stake depth. Either
way works, it's up to you and your space
constraints to determine what works best
for you.

Susan and Rich with the bales. (photo by Susan Minaya)

2. Composting your bales . The following chart details the steps activities necessary to compost your bales in
preparation for planting:

Step Activity Days Instructions

1 Thoroughly Soak Bales | 1-3 Water the bales thoroughly each day to initiate self-
composting and be sure to keep them uniformly moist.

2 Heavily Fertilize Bales |4-6 Once each day, sprinkle the top of each bale with1/2
CUP of high nitrogen fertilizer such as ammonium
sulfate (24-0-0) and water it into the bales. You can
also use blood meal for the nitrogen if you prefer. The
bales will heat up noticeably during the composting

process.
3 Lightly Fertilize Bales 7-9 Once each day, sprinkle the top of each bale with only
1/4 CUP of the fertilizer and water into the bales.
4 Water Only Day 10 & After Water the bales to keep uniformly moist and check for
cooling.

3. Planting and Maintenance. Once the bales have cooled down noticeably, roughen the surface with a trowel and
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a top dressing. Greens, herbs and peas can be either seeded directly or transplanted into the covering seedbed

whereas plants such as squash, eggplant, and tomatoes should be transplanted deeper into the bale. For transplants,

use a trowel or dibble to create a space within the bale and backfill with compost or potting soil.

(Continued on pag@é)
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