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Using “Grow Bags” to Develop and Transport Hardwood Seedlings 
Bob Ball, Member, Missouri Chapter Walnut Council 
 

A recent 50% off sale promotion by Forrest Keeling Nursery in Elsberry, Mis-
souri prompted me to place a quick order for a few Northern red oak bare 

root seedling trees to be planted on our family farm in Ohio. The price for 

these trees was too good to pass up, plus I needed a few trees to interplant into 

existing plantings. The challenge was finding a method of growing these seedlings 

during the summer, transporting them to the farm and transplanting them this 

fall while keeping costs to a minimum. This article explains what I have done so 

far, but a future article will determine whether this project was successful. 
 

The most desirable way to ensure survival when planting seedlings is to get your 

trees into the right soil on the right site as soon as you receive them. Delaying 

planting, healing in or placing them in cold storage has drawbacks. Keeping the 

root system cool and moist is critical and planting into soil in late May can be 

problematic at a time when typically weather conditions can turn dry. My advice is to schedule the delivery 

of trees to coincide with your ability to get them planted quickly and earlier in the Spring. Our primary 

planting was completed in early April. I am only considering this planting of additional trees because I can 

control their environment by watering as needed throughout the summer. 
 

Living over six hundred miles from our tree farm with no opportunity to make that trip for several weeks 

and then not being there during the dry summer months to care for the trees forced an alternative process. 

I opted to try “Grow Bags” (which have excellent reviews; see their graphic above) sold by Delxo Compa-

ny (purchased through Amazon at a cost of $1.58 per bag) allowing me to grow the trees here where we 

live most of the year and can water the trees until they can be transported and planted. 
 

The nurserymen at Forrest Keeling Nursery rec-

ommended using 5-gallon containers to minimize 

root pruning versus forcing their RMP (Root 

Pruned Method) root system into shallower, 

3-gallon bags.  
 

Although I still had to do some minor pruning, I am 

thankful for their advice in purchasing the larger 

containers because it saved considerable time with 

minimal damage to the root systems of these very 
nice bare root Northern red oak seedlings (see 

photo left of seedlings as shipped and photo right 

of the smallest root system in this order). 
 

One important consideration for you in doing 

something similar is the fact this method is for 

small numbers of trees. It is labor intensive. How-

ever, you will not need a chainsaw as much as I 

know that fact will sadden many of you! 

http://www.walnutcouncil.org/state-chapters/missouri.html
https://www.amazon.com/product-reviews/B08Q37DZN6/ref=pd_bap_d_grid_rp_csi_pb_allspark_BIA_0_d_sccl_0_cr/130-6961105-2942434?pd_rd_i=B08Q37DZN6
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Site preparation is important, so I suppose there is still a chance 

your saw could have some role along with your sprayer and appro-

priate herbicides to ensure the planting site is ready to receive 

trees! My tools consisted of a shovel, hoe, wheelbarrow, knife, a 

watering can, spray bottle for isopropyl alcohol and bypass pruning 

shears, plus two soil amendments blended with compost from 

leaves that began in the bins (shown below) two years ago and the 

“Grow Bags”. 
 

Once the bags were filled they were placed inside the compost bins 

to keep them away from rabbits where they will be covered with 

netting to protect them from deer, squirrels and tall rabbits. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The second important consideration is having access to a supply of pot-

ting soil or a mix suited to growing hardwood trees. This material needs 

to be flowable into these bags and NOT heavy. Forget any thoughts you 

may have of digging up good soil. The process is too slow and the mate-

rial is damp enough that it adds weight and it becomes a challenge work-

ing it around the root system. Remember, you will be handling these 5-

gallons bags multiple times which is a key reason why I selected a con-

tainer with handles! I also wanted a reusable container that is water per-

meable, breathable, light weight and that folds which could be stored in a 

minimal volume of space. It is my intent to repeat this process from year 

to year using the same containers, and I did not want stacks of black plas-

tic containers in my shop, nor did I want to lift 5-gallon bags of wet soil 
multiple times. 

 

Photo Above - Seedlings heeled in along 

with their shredded paper mulch to protect 

them until they were placed into “Grow 

Bags”. 

Photo Right - My potting worksite with 

tools and soil amendments. 

Photo Left - Filled bag with bare root seedling that 

will be cared for in this system until transplanted either 

this fall or the following spring at our farm in Ohio. 

http://www.walnutcouncil.org/state-chapters/missouri.html
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I opted to utilize leaf compost material 

from our three, one cubic yard each 

wooden bins in the backyard. This material 

is now outside those bins on the ground. It 

is two years old and well decayed, and best 

of all, it has the volume I needed at no ad-

ditional cost. Realistically, the composting 

process takes time, there are inputs and 

labor, so it is not “free”. Because of a con-

cern about the high organic matter content 

making the mix too dry along with some 

fear this material may have too much ni-

trogen for sensitive roots, I blended the 

compost. I added “Trees and Shrubs Garden 

Soil” produced by Miracle-Gro while also 

adding their “Potting Mix” that is pulverized, 

flowable and includes some fertilizer.  
 

My proportions are 70, 30 and 10% in that 

order. I mixed everything in a small wheel-

barrow using a hoe then shoveled the blend 

into the bags supporting the seedlings with one 

hand and shoveling with the other until the bag 

is nearly full. 
 

I first placed the root system into the bag to determine where the root 

collar was in relation to the top of the bag. I wanted the collar to be no 

more than 2-3” below the top of the bag. Some of the larger roots on 

these red oaks had to be pruned slightly to fit the bag. I used pruning 
shears and sprayed them with a solution of 70% denatured alcohol to 

sterilize the pruners. If the root mass could be laid at a slight angle I 

took advantage of the natural growth, but focused on ensuring the 

stems of the seedlings are vertical. I stopped adding the soil halfway in 

the bag and used my hand to lightly tamp the mix into and around the 

root zone then added a little water to settle the soil voids before con-

tinuing to fill the bag nearly to the top. I used the handles to lift and 

then lightly shake the bag to help settle the contents around the roots. 

Finally, each bag got a deep watering. Remember, this fabric does not 

hold water, so the potting mixture must retain needed moisture. 
 

With my little wheelbarrow I could fill two of the 5-gallon “Grow 

Bags” before needing to mix up another batch of potting mix. I cannot 

overstate the importance of having a dry flowable material with enough 

volume to fill your bags or other containers. Bare root seedlings will 

quickly dry out when planted in soil with voids allowing the roots to 

dry out quickly. You will be surprised how much mix it takes to fill a 5-

gallon container when it is filled correctly! 
 

 

Photo Above - This is my work site for potting 36, 

24” in height Northern red oak bare root seedlings. 

Photo Above - This soil amend-

ment is the best product I have 

found for planting hardwood trees 

and shrubs. 

http://www.walnutcouncil.org/state-chapters/missouri.html
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This little project involves only 36 seedlings. These grey, aeration fabric pots (“Grow Bags”) come in bun-

dles of 12, so plan your tree numbers keeping the number 12 in mind. Remember, this project entails not 

only filing these containers, but they must be transported to the planting site while the seedlings are leafed 

out and, hopefully, taller. The planting process will require considerable effort, but those holes can be dug 

during the summer when you are craving shoveling time! 
 

The one aspect of this project I have yet to experience, and 

it is a concern, is how difficult it will be getting this root ball 

out of the bag and into the hole without it falling completely 

apart when the seedlings will only be in the bag a few 

months. I have discounted cutting the bags and sliding the 

trees out and into the holes because I want to reuse the 

bags. If the potting mix falls apart and breaks away from the 
roots, this will not be a disaster because the roots will be 

immediately placed back into the same mix but in their final 

resting place! I may saturate the bags with water the day be-

fore transplanting in hopes the mix holds together. 
 

I will follow up on this project this fall with Part 2 of this ex-

periment. If you need a few additional trees (this process 

works with black walnut trees, too!) and realize it is too late 

to plant them this spring, consider potting the trees and stor-

ing them where you can water and care for them during the 

summer. You have lots of time to get those final resting plac-

es prepared for a fall planting or holding these container 

trees over until next spring! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Note: This article is not an endorsement by Walnut Council nor the Missouri Chapter of any products 

mentioned or shown in the photos. These products were readily available at a reasonable cost, and I have 

personal experience in using them.  

 

*          *          * 

Photo Above - This photo captures the 

most important components of the pro-

ject, but the key is the bag or a container 

of the correct size for your trees. Every-

thing else can be modified. 

Photo Left - This view shows the root sys-

tem from these Northern red oak bare root 

seedlings fitting nicely inside this 5-gallon 

“Grow Bag”. All roots need to be posi-

tioned before backfilling with the potting mix. 

Fill half-way, lightly tamp, add water to fill 

voids then continue filling to the root collar 

and give a final watering. If the potting mix set-

tles below the root collar, add a little more 

mix to bring the level up to the collar. 

http://www.walnutcouncil.org/state-chapters/missouri.html

