Decisions, Decisions – Which DVD to Buy?
Review by Dr. Owen Geiger

Both videos reviewed here are very well done – a lot of work obviously went into them.  As a builder and construction professional, these videos provide the kind of technical details that I crave.  I don’t need to be sold on the basic merits of strawbale – I’m already hooked and am eager to learn how to do things better, more efficiently and at lower cost.
The DVD format is very convenient for me.  With no need for a video player and TV, I can pop them into my laptop and watch them anytime, anywhere.  And, judging by the popularity of DVDs, this is likely the wave of the future.
Watching both videos provides an interesting comparison of building methods.  For instance, different foundation and toe-up techniques are shown.  (For those who don’t know, a toe-up raises the bales above the floor grade to prevent moisture damage in case of a broken water pipe, etc.)  One approach is to simply build the foundation a few inches above the level of the floor, with tarpaper between the concrete and bales as a moisture break.  The other method uses a gravel-filled, pressure treated 4 x 4 wood toe-up with special anchors epoxied into the concrete.  Building a wood toe-up like this seems more complicated and labor intensive than the other method, although it does create a nailing surface for attaching stucco reinforcement and would provide superior drainage if water found its way into the base of the bale wall.
Building With Awareness – The Construction of a Hybrid Home, by Ted Owens of Syncronos Design, www.BuildingWithAwareness.com, 2 hours and 42 minutes

[Special update: The Building With Awareness DVD was just awarded three Telly Awards, including a silver statuette (their highest award) and 2 bronze statuettes.

2005 Telly Award Winner (highest award) - Outstanding Multimedia DVD

2005 Telly Award Finalist - 
Editing

2005 Telly Award Finalist - 
Use of graphics

Since 1978, The Telly Awards have honored outstanding local, regional, and cable television commercials, and programs nationwide, as well as the finest video and film productions.]
The major advantage of this video is it shows an entire house being built, versus a 200 square foot demo structure in the other video.  It really does help seeing each step of construction, especially when innovative features are used such as rainwater catchment and storage.

Ted’s video follows the construction of a very practical, super-efficient, sustainable home that features passive solar design, photovoltaics, adobe thermal mass interior walls, radiant floor heating and much more.

The aesthetic details are stunning.  I’ve been admiring this house on the Building With Awareness website for several years.  The video (and website) show how a relatively simple design can be turned into a beautiful home using techniques anyone can learn.
Even though the house is quite small by American standards (647 interior square feet) and the floor plan is fairly simple, there are many excellent features.  Window and plaster treatments, the arch and shelf area in the kitchen, and the overall use of natural materials is inspiring.  Ted’s advice can turn a basic house into a showpiece home.
The video also gets you thinking.  Stefan Bell, the straw bale consultant on the job, points out it would have been easier to build the bale walls if they were wrapped around the outside of the posts.  It’s true, there would be a minimum of notching with this method, although the posts would then be exposed and the interior aesthetics changed.

One nice touch with this DVD is the inclusion of a beautiful pamphlet that contains specifications, a floor plan and elevation drawing, and an overview of the main features of the home.  Reading this pamphlet prior to watching the video oriented me as to what I was looking at in the video and also proved useful later when searching for specifications.  (DVD producers take note – including a pamphlet is a good idea.)
Ted’s video includes several features with additional construction details: a 15- minute slideshow, a 3-minute video on making custom bales and an optional audio track.  Also, many plumbing and electrical details are shown that are lacking in the other video.
As good as it is the DVD has a few things that could be improved upon.  For instance, rebar internal pins are used because they are required by New Mexico building standards.  However, anyone who has spent much time pounding rebar with a sledge hammer through bale walls has probably been left thinking “there must be a better way.”  There is.  It’s possible external pins (pins tied to the outside of bale walls) would be accepted by local building officials if the technique was approved – “signed off” – by a licensed architect or engineer.  At the very least, the basics of external pinning (or even no pinning) should have been presented as an option for those who live elsewhere.
I was left wondering why Ted went to all the effort to build a faux-stone concrete floor, when natural stone would have been about the same amount of work and much more beautiful.  All of the other design aesthetics are impeccable – why work so hard to create fake stone?  In addition, the acid stains used in the video are undesirable environmentally.  Ted now recommends using powdered concrete pigments.
Another point I took issue with was the floor height of the space adjoining the living room was raised 18 inches.  This seems awkward.  I understand the reasons for this choice, but feel that having to step up and down two steps in such a small area is not very practical.

One thing I can’t complain about is the cost of the video.  At $35, and with all the “bonus” footage on construction details, this video is a real bargain.

The How-To Guide to Building with Straw Bales (Post and Beam Infill), Straw Bale Innovations, LLC and www.StrawBale.com, hosted by Andrew Morrison, 1 hour and 55 minutes
The best feature of this video is the in-depth, step-by-step coverage of each aspect of building with bales.  Instead of covering many different topics, straw-bale construction is covered in detail.  Andrew does an excellent job of explaining each step -- sort of a Norm Abrams, this is how you do it approach.  His general knowledge of construction is evident and it’s enjoyable hearing building techniques explained by another builder.
The video shows an interesting technique for making custom bales with two colors of twine to prevent accidental crossing.  I also like their technique of forming a ledge into the foundation to support the stucco.  Extending stucco below grade, as in Ted’s video, can lead to failure from moisture damage.  (The dry climate in New Mexico may be an exception to this rule – use what is appropriate in your area.)
Numerous construction details such as how to add flashing around windows are well covered, but were either absent or skimmed over in the other video.
My main complaint with this video is their adherence to an engineered system designed for earthquake regions.  They fail to explain that the welded wire mesh and other seismic design features are not necessary in most building jurisdictions; it’s overkill and could lead to excessive building requirements in the future.  Stucco wire is more than adequate in most cases.  I say, let’s strive for simplicity and lower cost whenever possible (without reducing quality, of course).
Their method of stuffing straw in gaps is much too labor intensive, in my opinion.  They ram straw tightly into every void with a ramrod.  This method would add many hours or even days of extra work to building a home.  I recommend using flakes of straw to fill gaps and then stuffing any remaining spaces by hand with loose straw or a straw-clay mix.  Once covered with plaster, the wall will be solid and fire resistant without the extra ramming.
I disagree with their technique of forcing bales into the wall.  This has the tendency to create bulges or distort the wall.  It’s easier and better to make custom bales an inch or so smaller than the opening and then stuff the difference.

Occasionally, an important point is overlooked.  For example, their advice on how to protect bale walls from moisture in rainy climates makes no mention of wide roof overhangs, even though this is probably the most effective strategy.

I cringed when I saw workers performing certain tasks without dust masks.  Please learn from my past mistakes – wear a dust mask and avoid allergy problems.

A companion video on plastering with hydraulic lime (not reviewed here) is also available.
So which video do I recommend buying?  That’s easy – get both.  Despite the flaws and things that could have been done differently, both are packed with hours of useful information.  If you use even one or two of the many good suggestions shown, you will easily recover the cost of these videos and possibly even save thousands of dollars.  If money is really tight, buy the one most suited to your project – Andrew’s video for straw bale houses in earthquake zones, Ted’s video for straw bale projects elsewhere.  Preferably buy both, because each is unique: information covered in one video is often not shown in the other.  And besides, it’s hard to think of a more enjoyable way to spend an evening than sitting back and watching a good strawbale video.  Don’t forget the popcorn.
Owen Geiger, Ph.D., is the Director of the Geiger Research Institute of Sustainable Building and co-author of the Builders Without Borders Straw-Bale Construction Guides.  The Geiger Research Institute now offers a straw-bale construction certification program at www.grisb.org, where both of these DVDs are part of the training.  Dr. Geiger is also a correspondent for The Last Straw, who first published this article.
