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Field Tested is a series of reports about farm tools that have been tested by Montana farmers to en-
hance their specialty crop production.  The reports describe these farmers’ findings to help others 
make informed decisions about their specialty crop businesses.  Visit FarmLinkMontana.org to read 
more Field Tested reports.  This project is administered by the Community Food & Agriculture Coali-
tion with funding from the Montana Department of Agriculture Specialty Crop Block Grant Program. 

INTRODUCTION 
Brianna Ewert and Zach Johnson primarily sold organic pro-
duce and bedding plants from Crow’s View Farm at farmers 
markets but were interested in starting to sell wholesale. They 
wanted to increase production for the wholesale market by 
focusing on a few crops grown at higher volume and in-
creased efficiency, but also wanted to save on material and 
energy costs   

They invested in a germination chamber, soil block makers, 
and wooden trays to help them grow more vigorous trans-
plants. They hope this report helps other beginning farmers better consider the use of germination 
chambers and soil blocks for growing transplants.  

 

 
Soil Blocks & 
Germination Chamber  

CROW’S VIEW FARM | RONAN 

CROW’S VIEW FARM SNAPSHOT 

Location: Ronan, MT 

Acres in Production: 1 acre 
with plans to expand to 15  

Operator(s): Brianna Ewert 
and Zach Johnson 

Crops: Mixed vegetables and vegetable seed 

Brianna Ewert and Zach Johnson 

brianna.ewert@gmail.com 

Facebook.com/CrowsViewFarm/ 

A small greenhouse at Crow’s View Farm, 
with the Mission Mountains in the distance.  
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ABOUT THE FARM 
Brianna and Zach have been farming on and rehabili-
tating an old ranch since 2017.  Increasing production 
was essential in order to diversify their markets, but 
their operation is small and they couldn’t significantly 
increase the amount of labor required.  

They identified crops for which there was demand in 
the wholesale market and they were able to produce 
well on their farm: broccoli, cauliflower, and green 
beans. Brianna and Zach focused on producing these crops at a higher volume with the help of the materi-
als they purchased: a soil block maker, germination chamber and reusable wooden trays.  

MATERIALS PURCHASED 

• Soil block makers and attachments:  $280.70 

• Germination chamber materials: $200 

• Materials for wooden trays: $300 

• Soil block mix: $280.65 

TOTAL: ~$1,000 

SOIL BLOCKS 
The soil block maker lightly compresses soil into a square block 
form with a dimple in the middle that allows you to start seeds 
without the need for plastic trays or pots.  The mini blocks can 
then be transplanted into medium-sized blocks, which have an 
imprinted square sized to fit the mini blocks. Similarly, medium 
blocks can then be transplanted into 4”x4” large blocks. There 
is also a medium-sized block mold that has a dimple for seed-
ing directly instead of transplanting.  

Since the soil forms are transplantable, they don’t take up any 
extra room in greenhouses, particularly if there are trays with 
empty cells in the greenhouse.  

Brianna and Zach found that different sized blocks worked bet-
ter for particular crops in their operation. For example, the mini 
blocks worked well for smaller-scale crops such as tomatoes 
and peppers because the small blocks have to be transplanted 
quickly. This required too much labor for crops grown on a larger 
scale, such as in their brassica operation. Next season they plan 
to use the medium molds with the dimples so they can direct 
seed into larger soil blocks.  

TIP 
Be prepared to adjust your watering schedule if you use soil blocks—they can dry out quickly, increasing 

losses of transplants. Zach estimated watering 2-3 times more often.  

Soil block molds of four different sizes.  

Medium soil block 
with a small block 
transplanted into it 

Many small blocks 
ready to be seeded 
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GERMINATION CHAMBER 
The germination chamber Brianna and Zach built was modeled on designs from other farmers that are 
shared via FarmHack (see the Additional Resources section for a link to the plans). The germination cham-
ber is a repurposed upright freezer. They used the coils from the back as additional shelving and cut holes in 
shelves to allow for air circulation. Inside, they use two crockpots, one with oil inside as a heat reservoir and 
the other with water to increase humidity. 

With the germination chamber, they maintain precise temperatures and humidity for ideal germination con-
ditions while using less energy than needed to heat an entire greenhouse. Zach controls the crocks with an 
Inkbird Temperature Controller. He likes the Inkbird so much that he has purchased additional units for other 
uses on the farm.  

The main problem that Bri and Zach encountered was that the chamber was almost too effective - seedlings 
got leggy overnight. They found the chamber needed to be checked several times a day. Once about ten 
seeds had germinated Zach would remove the tray, otherwise the seedlings would be too leggy the next 
time he checked them. Zach later added a fan to the germination chamber to help circulate the heat and 
moisture, preventing the chamber from getting too hot or humid.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TIP 

Seed each tray for the germination chamber with 
a single variety. Early germinating varieties get 
leggy before the slower varieties even germinate.  

TIP 

Keep the lids on the crockpots inside the germina-
tion chamber to prevent too much humidity and 
keep the warm oil from evaporating.   

RIGHT: After freezer was con-
verted to germination chamber. 

It includes additional shelves 
made from coils, cuts made to 

solid shelves, 2 crockpots at the 
bottom with holes for cords, Ink-
Bird sensors (the black wires on 
upper right), and gray foam tape 

that provides a better seal with 
the door  

LEFT: Upright freezer,  
before being converted into a 
germination chamber 



 

Farm Link Montana    4 

 
 

WOODEN TRAYS 
Brianna and Zach hoped to eliminate plastic trays and pots that 
must be replaced regularly by using wooden trays to hold their 
transplants. However, they found that the wood they pur-
chased was too thin and did not hold up well; it cracked and 
warped due to the amount of watering required by the soil 
blocks. The trays also did not hold many soil blocks at once, 
especially larger ones.  

They experimented with other materials, including repurposed 
bread racks.  The bread racks were very versatile, and held a 
lot of blocks, but when loaded with large soil blocks they 
weighed 60lbs and were not easily maneuverable in the field.  

Since the bread racks didn’t match the scale of the farm, Brianna and Zach ended up using extra strength 
seedling pro starter trays from Bootstrap Farmer (see the link in Additional Resources) for seedling produc-
tion. They hope these trays last long enough that they don’t have to replace them very often. In the mean-
time, they may try to troubleshoot the wooden trays and use them in the future.  
 

Results 
As Brianna and Zach expected, using the soil blocks and germination chamber did not improve their labor 
efficiency, but these new tools did improve the energy and material efficiency of their operation. The mini soil 
blocks in particular provided a great space savings, especially in the germination chamber where space is 
limited, and they heated up easier in the chamber as well. They did not expect how much time “potting up” 
the soil blocks would take (transplanting mini blocks into medium, and so on), but found that if you used 
them just for certain crops, they maintained their usefulness. Overall, they recommend these tools for others.   

Inkbird temperature controllers attached to the 
germination chamber 

Bri and Zach’s wooden trays.  

Cuts made in the solid shelves of the freezer allow for better 
heat and air circulation in the germination chamber 
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 
 

Montana Department of Agriculture Specialty Crop Block Grant Program: The purpose of this program 
is solely to enhance the competitiveness of specialty crops in Montana. Visit their website to find fund-
ing opportunities and more information. Search Montana SCBG. 

Farm Link Montana: A project of the Community Food and Agriculture Coalition to connect Montana’s 
beginning farmers and ranchers with the tools they need to succeed: farmlinkmontana.org 

 

Field Tested Reports and Videos: Find more reports about other projects and see videos of tools in ac-
tion at the Field Tested webpage, under Resources on FarmLinkMontana.org  

Bootstrap Farmer:  www.bootstrapfarmer.com/collections/seed-trays/products/extra-strength-seedling
-propagation-tray 

Farmhack Germination Chamber Plans: Sweat Box Germination Chamber on Farmhack.org 

 

CROW’S VIEW FARM RECOMMENDED PLANTING            

SEQUENCE FOR SOIL BLOCKS 

Crop  Seed into... Transplant into... 

Cabbage Medium block with dimple Large block or field 

Tomatoes Mini blocks Medium blocks, then large 
blocks 

Peppers Mini blocks Medium blocks, then large 
blocks 

Broccoli  Medium block with dimple Large block or field 

https://agr.mt.gov/SpecialtyCropBlockGrants
http://www.farmlinkmontana.org
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCbeo3yEORnYMls-Pl-qiGQg
https://www.farmlinkmontana.org/field-tested/
https://www.bootstrapfarmer.com/collections/seed-trays/products/extra-strength-seedling-propagation-tray
https://www.bootstrapfarmer.com/collections/seed-trays/products/extra-strength-seedling-propagation-tray
http://farmhack.org/tools/sweat-box-germination-chamber

