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Henry Wiersma is mighty proud of his walls. Packed
with straw from his fields, they are 32 inches thick
with an insulation factor of R60. And they are the
epitome of natural construction.

The jumbo straw bales occupy the exterior walls of a
passive house Wiersma is building with the help of
about 18 others on his 45-hectare farm in Cold
Springs, Ont., roughly an hour’s drive northeast of
Toronto.

Wiersma, a 35-year veteran of the construction in-
dustry, thinks the dwelling is the first in Canada to use
such big bales. 

They range up to 2.2 metres long, with the largest
weighing as much as a female moose: 363 kilograms.

Regular bales are usually 14-by-18 inches with an R35
insulation factor, he says. 

Walls can also be built with prefab straw-filled pan-
els.

“It’s nerve-wracking because no one’s done this be-
fore,” the general contractor and designer says as a
crane prepares to hoist and lower the bales into the
framework using straps and a forklift.

Wiersma, 65, hired the Endeavour Centre, a Peter-
borough-based school that teaches sustainable, natu-
ral building techniques, to help erect the 2,400-
square-foot house. 

The yearlong project, expected to be completed next
May, will provide separate living space for two house-
holds. 

Buyers are already waiting in the wings.
A dozen students from Endeavour’s six-month

course have teamed up with a handful of volunteers
recruited by Wiersma to get on-the-job experience in
every aspect of construction.

“Lots of natural, local materials” are being used,
including clay that’s made into compressed earth
blocks (CEB) for the floor and interior, says
Wiersma, whose company is called Earth Block Con-
struction.

But it’s the homegrown, renewable resource that’s
the star of the show — and a source of anxiety. 

Cut and baled by a farmer who grows wheat on
Wiersma’s Fifth Wind Farm, a 10-minute drive north
of Cobourg, Ont., the straw must be kept dry and
mould-free so it’s covered with giant tarps at every
stage until the roof is on and clay plaster applied
inside and out.

“I was pleased with how it went,” Wiersma says. “We
got all the walls up in one day.”

Straw stars in natural home build
Volunteers, students learn while
helping contractor build house 
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Natural building student Natalie Van Dreal takes a break atop a straw bale that will be installed in the naturally built house.
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Chris Magwood, lead instructor and executive director of the
Endeavour Centre, watches as a jumbo bale is lowered. 

Designer and general contractor Henry Wiersma, left, and
another worker fine-tune interior beams so the roof will fit.STRAW continued on H4
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