
A Surprisingly Simple Guide to Growing Milky Oats 
by The Grow Network 

We love milky oats. But buying them can get expensive. Don’t you wish you could just grow your own? 
Well, if you read the title of this guide, then you’ve already spoiled the surprise, because that’s exactly 
what we’re going to show you how to do. 

How to Grow Oats to the Milky Stage 

In fact, we’re about to give you the “Too Long; Didn’t Read” version of this whole guide—right here; 
right now. You ready? 

1. Clear some ground. 
2. Plant your oats 1–2 inches deep. 
3. Keep them moist until they sprout. 
4. Sit back and relax. (Give them a little water if they start looking dry and sad.) 
5. Harvest the oats when they swell up and fill with white liquid. 

Done. That’s it. You now know how to grow your own milky oats. If you don’t believe me, go ahead and 
read the rest of the guide. It’ll give you plenty of ideas for helping the process along. Just promise me 
you won’t get overwhelmed. These are just suggestions. You can take them or leave them.  

What Makes Oats So Easy to Grow? 

Oats are very forgiving. They grow about as easily as you wish your other garden plants would. In fact, 
they’re as easy to grow as grass. That’s because they are grass, technically. Oats are in the Poceae 
(grass) family, along with wheat, rye, sorghum, millet, corn, bamboo, and most of your lawn. 

What makes oats so easy to grow? They have a special ability called C4 photosynthesis. Most other 
plants are stuck with the old model—C3 photosynthesis. The difference of efficiency.  

Plants, along with everything else on earth, use carbon to construct their bodies. Animals get carbon 
from the food they eat. But plants don’t have mouths. (Venus flytraps come close. Okay, so most plants 
don’t have mouths.) They get their carbon out of the air. 

Here’s some science talk about what’s happening inside your plants. Feel free to skip this part if you’re 
not a plant nerd like me. 

In the first stage of photosynthesis, C3 plants produce a compound with 3 carbon atoms. C4 plants 
produce a compound with 4 carbon atoms. This means that, for any given amount of sunlight, C4 plants 
are 33% more efficient! That’s a significant advantage over their competition. 

This efficiency means that your oats can often trudge along even in hot and dry conditions, and in 
depleted soils. Of course, they’ll be happier if you baby them a little. And your milky oats will be more 
potent when grown in nutrient-rich soils. That’s what we’re really after, right? 

 



If all that wasn’t enough, I’ll share with you another perk. Oats are wind-pollinated. I love my bees and 
butterflies, but they aren’t always active when and where I want to grow things. Rather than planting 
additional rows of flowers to attract pollinators, you can just put all your oats together and let the wind 
take care of it. Simple! 

Buying Oats for Seed 

Before we get started planting, you’ll need to get some oats. Most feed stores carry oats to be used by 
farmers as a cover crop. The species name is Avena sativa. You can run that by the sales person to make 
sure you’re getting the right thing. The exact variety isn’t super important, though you’ll want to ask for 
hulless oat if you’re envisioning homegrown oatmeal.  

Hulless oats aren’t truly without hulls. But they are much easy to get off and absolutely worth the 
investment if food is your goal (unless you own an industrial oat de-huller). Hulless oats sometimes go 
by the name Streaker or naked oats. 

Planting and Growing Oats to the Milky Stage 

Planting oats is a breeze. Start by preparing your soil as you would for any other plant. Loosen the soil 
with a tiller, digging fork, or shovel. Remove the weeds and other plants, and stir in any amendments.  

Amendment #1: Nitrogen 

While oats are very forgiving, the oats (and you) will be happier if you start with the best soil possible. 
It’s a good idea to have your soil tested to check for deficiencies. 

Compost is always welcome in your soil, and your oats will definitely appreciate it. But as a grass, oats 
enjoy a little extra nitrogen. Some good nitrogen sources are well-composted manures, diluted 
(pharmaceutical-free) urine, and fresh green plants.  

If you dig out your garden bed, you can throw all those weeds in the hole and burry them. All the energy 
they stored up will become food for your oats. Don’t you just love nature? 

Amendment #2: Magnesium 

Magnesium is another element to consider adding. Magnesium is found naturally in the soil and is part 
of what gives milky oats their medicinal power. But magnesium can be depleted over time, especially 
when harvesting mineral-accumulating plants.  

You can add magnesium back to the soil with compost, chicken manure, and epsom salt. Oyster shell is 
another good option if you’re looking for a slower, more sustained, effect. 

If you’re nervous about adding in too many amendments, try adding them to the top of the soil. They’ll 
get watered in a little at a time, making them much less likely to overwhelm your plants. 



Soil and Sun Requirements 

Pick a spot with full sun. We want to leverage that C4 photosynthesis for all it’s worth. You also want to 
pick an area with soil on the drier side. I’m don’t mean “desert” dry. You just want to avoid boggy-soggy 
soil. Avoiding excess salinity will also help. 

The ideal pH for oats is between 4.5–7. But again, they’re a forgiving plant. Oats will grow and produce 
over a larger range, but with diminished returns. 

Oats can be grown in beds or rows. But since they’re wind-pollinated, they do best when close to one 
another.  

Planting and Germination 

Plant oats in early to mid-spring, or in the fall. They germinate best when soil temperatures are around 
59°–73°F (15°–23° C). Plant them about 1–2 inches (3–6 cm) deep and 7.5–12 inches (18–30 cm) apart.  

Or just scatter them all around and stir them in with a rake. That’s what some people do. 

Keep the ground moist to allow seeds to germinate, and continue to do so while the oats are small. This 
is the most vulnerable time for your little baby oats. Don’t let them completely dry out at this stage. 
Once they get established, they’ll be much hardier, and you can just come back to check in on them 
every now and again. 

Harvesting and Processing Milky Oats 

You may be thinking that the easy part is over, now that it’s time to pick all those individual oats. Well, 
think again. Harvesting milky oats is actually super easy and fast. But first, we have to know when to 
harvest. 

Watch for the immature grains to form. They’ll begin to swell as they fill with fluid. Periodically give a 
few a test squeeze. You want to see a good amount of white fluid come out. This is the milky stage, and 
that white liquid is the good stuff. The more, the merrier. 

How to Know When Oats Are Mature 

Oats at the top will mature ahead of oats down the stalk. The ideal time to harvest is when the topmost 
oats are full and milky and the oats near the middle are partly milky. The bottom oats may not be milky 
at all. But if you wait on them, the top ones will pass over the milky stage and lose some of their 
medicinal power. 

If you really want to maximize your harvest, you can harvest the top half of the stalk now, then come 
back in a week or two to harvest from the bottom of the stalk. 

To harvest the oats, first put on a pair of light gloves. Oats aren’t especially hard or abrasive, but if 
you’ve got a lot to do, you’re likely to rub a blister. 

Grasp 2 or 3 stalks in each hand and pull up. You now have two handfuls of milky oats. Congratulations!  



Repeat this until you’ve gone through almost the whole crop. However, be sure to leave some plants 
unharvested. Let them mature so you can replant your crop next year. 

The oats you’ve harvested are ready for tincturing or drying and storage. 

Harvesting Containers 

Let’s talk about containers for a moment. A hands-free container is ideal. A cherry-picking bag or 
harvesting apron works well because you can carry it with you. You could even cut a couple of slots into 
a 5-gallon bucket and run your belt through it.  

If you don’t have any of that handy, just have your kid (or a neighbor’s kid) carry a bucket for you. 
They’re young and they have strong backs. Just remember to say, “It builds character,” whenever they 
start complaining. 

What to Do With the Leftover Oat Straw 

Once you’ve harvested all those lovely milky oats, you’ve got to decide what you’re going to do with the 
oat straw that was left behind.  

One option is to turn it under and let it feed the next crop you put in.  

Another option is to harvest it and dry it for use in infusions. (This is a great time to harvest the straw. 
It’s still vibrant and full of energy. Plus, it’s much less vulnerable to fungal infections. You could leave the 
straw to dry in the field. Just be careful to avoid any patches with purple or black spots.)  

If you choose to harvest it, we recommend cutting it up while it’s still in the ground. It’s like having an 
extra hand holding it steady as you cut—very convenient.  

Grasp the top of the straw with one hand. Use a cutting tool (a handheld grass sickle works well) to cut it 
to the desired length. Work down the stalk like this until you’ve got it all. 

Conclusion 

And that’s it! You are now an oat-growing expert. Feel free to play Pomp and Circumstance (that’s the 
graduation song) and throw your hat in the air. 

If you’re hungry for more info on milky oats and oat straw, check out the full herb profile here. Or head 
on over to the TGN Forums to get into the conversation. We’ll see you there! 

https://thegrownetwork.com/oatstraw-benefits
https://community.thegrownetwork.com/

