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Best Bedding: Woody Pet By A Nose  

Several innovative beddings offer clear advantages over traditional choices—saving you 
money in the process.  

For years, the only serious challenger to straw’s position as the premier equine bedding was 
from shavings/sawdust. However, an increased interest in wood as an alternative fuel and 
the ups-and-downs of the lumber industry overall have combined to threaten the shavings 
supply as horse bedding. It’s also resulted in higher prices. Not fun.  

Money aside, your bedding selection is likely made by a combination of traditional views, 
regional availability and even some anthropomorphic considerations. Most people want their 
horse to have a deep, soft bed even though horses on turnout seem perfectly happy to plop 
down wherever they may be without paying much attention to how soft the surface is. 
Cushioning is an important consideration, though, especially for a horse with foot/leg 
problems, or an ill animal that will spend a lot of time lying down 

And, even though we know better, most of us tend not to think much about a bedding’s 
potential for respiratory irritation and allergy, how clean the horse’s coat stays, labor involved 
in maintaining the stall and waste. A big reason for the lack of attention to these details has 
been limited options. No more.  

If you can get past the idea that your current traditional favorite might not actually be the best 
choice, you may find some exciting options. We know your first reaction is likely to be 
skepticism. Ours was, too, but once we got down to business and gave these products a try 
we were pleasantly surprised.  

How We Did It 
Our field-test mare was a decent “housekeeper,” with a known tendency toward a runny nose 
and/or cough if the bedding was dusty or contained allergenic respiratory irritants. We felt our 
test horse was an excellent barometer of respiratory irritant potential, related either to dust 
level or ammonia.  

The stall floor surface was concrete. The stall was stripped completely and allowed to dry 
between products. No additional disinfectants, lime or other urine/odor-absorbing products 
were used. Products were tested until the stall needed to be stripped and rebedded, or four 
weeks, whichever came first.  

 

 

 



Traditional Beddings 
We compared the performance of straw, generic shavings from a local mill, and straw over a 
base of generic sawdust, also from a local mill.  

Sawdust: We didn’t use the sawdust alone as it was too dusty to be used for horses because 
of the respiratory irritant potential. We found sawdust worked its way into coats, manes and 
tails, making spit-polish grooming a Herculean task. Instead, we used the sawdust as a base 
under our straw bedding.  

Straw: Even the brightest of our local straw had a noticeable amount of dust when bales were 
opened and shaken out. Straw alone had the worst absorbency and odor control in our test 
stall, but we found a combination of 1.5 to two inches of a sawdust base with straw on top 
kept the straw much drier, concentrating urine in the sawdust below. It also cut cleaning time 
about in half and resulted in less waste of good bedding. This combo also gave a better/softer 
cushion than the shavings or straw alone. Waste was definitely highest for the straw alone, as 
much good bedding was lost with the bad.  

Shavings: Shavings were the “cleanest” traditional bedding in terms of dust. Shavings did 
better than straw alone in odor control and absorbency but not as good as our sawdust-straw 
combination. For the cleanest coats, manes and tails, we’d choose shavings, although they 
do get into the mane and tail. Although mucking results in less waste than straw, there’s still 
more good stuff thrown out than we’d like. Shavings are light and have a tendency to stick 
together, sitting on top of the tines of the shavings/sawdust fork rather than falling through.  

 

Nontraditional Beddings 
Brand-name products are a new twist to the bedding game, so we eagerly field-tested 
several.  

American Wood Fibers Premium Bedding: Made of pine, these are the “fines” from wood-
shaving production. Kiln-dried and processed for dust extraction, the particle size is 
somewhat larger than in unprocessed sawdust, which is more sand-like. However, the 
bedding has virtually no dust. It smells clean with a distinctive odor, almost faintly like 
chlorine. We found no evidence of respiratory irritation in our test horse, but the material did 
stick to the coat. The bags are a convenient size and weight for easy handling. The material 
sifts well through the fork and is heavier than regular shavings. We appreciated that the wet 
spots were obvious on the top layer. 
We mixed and fluffed these rather 
than removing them the first day, 
but after eight hours of exposure to 
air, there was still no drying out. 
Some fly repellent properties were 
noted with this bedding.  

Dry Den Bear Mountain Forest 
Products: This product is made of 
compressed Northwest species 
wood pellets (shavings and 
sawdust) with added zeolites, a 
mineral, for ammonia control. 

 
AWF Premium & Dry Den 



Although it somewhat resembles Woody Pet, Dry Den is darker and more dense. It has some 
long cylindrical pellets but is mostly the round pellets. We found Dry Den essentially dust-
free—one small “puff” when you dump the bag, then it quickly disappears. 

The manufacturer reports four bags absorb up to 50 gallons of liquid, but we didn’t try to 
duplicate that. These pellets are heavier than shavings or sawdust, and sift through the fork 
with great ease, virtually eliminating waste. The wet spots are mixed into the surrounding 
bedding, until they become dark red. At this point, they are clearly decomposing and releasing 
ammonia and need to be removed. While we found this product’s performance essentially the 
same as Woody Pet’s, we did use a bit more of it for maintenance despite the larger bags. 
Dry Den didn’t seem to mix as well and “share” moisture with the drier bedding as with other 
beddings, and we found no obvious advantage in odor control from the added zeolite.  

Dry Nest Pine Shavings: This 
product has a light pine scent and is 
extremely clean, with big flakes/curls 
rather than a dust. It obviously “fluffs 
up” to about a 50 to 75% greater 
volume over the first few days, 
probably absorbing ambient 
moisture from air. It holds urine to a 
confined area better than regular 
shavings. Dry Nest feels sponge-like 
under foot and provides more 
cushion than regular shavings. This 
bedding also fluffs up around piles of 
manure, seeming to pull moisture 
from them as well. Dry Nest tends to clump up on the manure fork to an extent, which we 
found made it a bit more of a job to get the clean material to sift through. By day five, we 
started to note a buildup of urine-soaked bedding in the deepest layers, but the top layers 
stayed dry. We found you can actually “recycle” this bedding to some extent, as it dries on 
exposure to air and releases the strong ammonia odor. Complete stripping was necessary at 
day eight.  

Dry Nest Juniper Shavings: The juniper bedding has a pungent aroma, similar to cedar. 
However, we saw no signs whatsoever of respiratory or skin irritation. It performed similarly to 
the Dry Nest pine shavings during the test period.  

Hunt Club Bedding: This product is made of ¼-inch squares of corrugated kraft—the same 
material used to make heavy cardboard boxes—with some shreds. The tiny tiles are 
brown/gray and coated with zeolite. The Hunt Club bedding forms a wonderfully, springy 
cushion because of air trapped in the corrugation. Our horse’s coat stayed clean with no dust 
or adherent bedding, and we saw no signs of respiratory irritation. A low-odor bedding, the top 
layer stays dry while the urine is underneath. Wet bedding can be recycled by bringing it to 
the upper layers. It dries quickly. Because it doesn’t sift easily, there’s some waste, but we 
found it lasts a long time if you rotate wet bedding to the top and sides, mixing it with the dry. 
We were concerned at first the horse might be tempted to nibble on this bedding, but that 
didn’t happen. We also placed a test pile with three other horses—they ignored it, too.  

 
Dry Nest Pine & Dry Nest Juniper 



Woody Pet Horse And Farm Stall Bedding: This bedding is a compressed wood (pine) 
product, with the tar and pitch removed. It looks like kibble-sized nuggets/pellets—slightly 
crunchy under foot at first, like gravel—but it changes to more wood/sawdust-like as it 
absorbs moisture. It’s an off white/tan color. We found it had almost no dust and doesn’t crush 
under foot. It gave a rapid, excellent absorption of urine, turning to a pale yellow color.  
 
We noted no odor when it was moved around and mixed with the dry bedding, however, it 

does disintegrate somewhat 
when wet. The bedding falls 
through the sawdust fork tines 
with ease, much easier than dry 
sawdust or shavings. Cleaning 
for the first week involved 
nothing more than picking out 
manure and mixing the 
remaining bedding together. It 
took only a few minutes—
actually it took a week to get 
one wheelbarrow full of manure 
because so little bedding is 
wasted. We also found the 
horse's coat stays cleaner.  

Koetter And Smith Sawdust: This is a fine sawdust, from poplar and oak, kiln-dried down to 
6% moisture level. It has the consistency of brown sugar, with a reddish brown color. 
Although we’re told additional processing is used to remove fine dust, we found this product 
dusty.  

Our test horse had some increased nasal discharge but no actual coughing. This product is 
extremely absorbent. Urine does not spread out. It stays in a small “spot,” and it’s easy to pick 
out wet spots only—like cleaning a kitty-litter box. The floor was dry beneath, and the product 
lasts a long time—we added only one bag per week. This might be a terrific choice for run-in 
sheds where the dust would less of a problem than in a stall.  

Bottom Line 
It was a close decision between Woody Pet and Hunt Club Bedding. They performed 
extremely well, and we were quickly won over, despite our initial skepticism about these new-
fangled bedding alternatives.  

The low-to-nil respiratory irritation and clean coats were a big plus for both. Odor control was 
also excellent with both, and Woody Pet performed as well in this department as Dry Den, the 
other wood-pellet bedding in our test, which has added zeolite and costs more.  

Hunt Club Bedding offered the best bedding cushion in the trial, but the nod overall has to go 
to Woody Pet for its slightly lower overall cost, its minimal waste, and the fact that we found 
you can clean a Woody-Pet-bedded stall in record time.  
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Disposal Issues 
Whichever method of manure 
management you use - 
composting piles, giving to 
gardeners, paid hauling, field 
spreading - you’ll want to keep the 
sheer mass down.  Fine sawdust 
takes longer to compost but make 
much smaller piles than straw or 
shavings. The Koetter and Smith 
sawdust, Woody Pet and Dry Den 
take the top awards for volume 
reduction because of their 
extremely long useful life. Hunt 
Club Bedding is also particularly 
environmentally friendly when 
placed on fields and worked into 
the soil, taking only two to four 
weeks to decompose. 
 

Why Bed At All? 
Left to their own devices, horses will lie down and 
snooze on bare dirt or in the middle of a field. However, 
when confining the horse to a restricted area, you’ve got 
to address problems of wetness, ammonia formation, 
cleanliness and traction. The ideal bedding keeps urine 
confined to a small area so that the horse is not always 
standing in it, absorbs odor, simplifies waste removal 
and keeps floor surfaces dry to 
avoid slipping. 
As a rule of thumb, a horse’s bedding should be about 8" 
thick. However, that depth may change, depending on 
circumstances, not the least of which are the 
health of the horse and the flooring. For example, an 
older, arthritic horse needs a deeper, softer bed, while a 
young pony might get away with a minimum amount. 
An acutely foundered horse needs soft, thick bedding. A 
stall mat may decrease the amount of bedding 
necessary, but a cement floor increases the amount you 
need. Let common sense rule. 
 

Contact Your Local Feed Store Or: American Wood Fibers Premium Bedding 410/290-8700, 
http://www.awf.com/; Dry Den Bear Mountain Products 541/374-8844 http://www.bmfp.com/; 
Larry Kraay Enterprises Dry Nest Pine and Juniper 800/436-3431, http://www.drynest.com/; 
Hunt Club Bedding Triple Crown 800/622-1862 http://www.huntclubinc.com/; Koetter And 
Smith Sawdust 812/923-5111; Woody Pet 604/535-9816 http://www.woodypet.com/ 

Our Performance Ratings 

Product 
Odor 
Control 

Cleaning 
Ease 

Grooming 
Ease 

Cushion 
Level 

Waste 
Control 

Wetness 
Control 

Dust 
Control 

Straw (local) Low Low Low Fair Low Low Low 

Shavings (local) Fair Fair Fair Fair Fair Fair High 

Straw/Sawdust Good Fair Low Fari Fair Fair Low 

AWF Premium Good Good Fair Fair Good Fair High 

Dry Den High High High Fair High Good High 

Dry Nest Pine Good Good Fair High Good Good High 

Dry Nest Juniper Good Good Fair High Good Good High 

Hunt Club High Fair High High Good High High 

Woody Pet High High High Fair High High High 

K & S Sawdust Good High Fair Fair High High Low 

 



 

Cost Comparisons For Our 10' x 10' Stall 

Material 
 

Unit Cost 
 

Set Up 
Cost/Units 

2-WeekEstimate 
Cost/Units 

4-Week Estimate 
Cost/Units 

Local Straw $3.25/40 lb. bale $3.25/1 $35.75/11 $71.50/22 

Local Shavings $3.25/40 lb. bag $9.75/3 $32.50/10 $66.80/20.5 

Local Straw with 
local sawdust 

$3.25/40 lb. bale 
$2.75/50 lb. bag 

$4.36/1 straw 
& .5 sawdust 

$28.06/8 straw 
& .75 sawdust 

$56.12/16 straw 
& 1.5 sawdust 

AWP Premium 
(Maryland) 

$3.30/24 lb. bag 
(2.5 cu. ft. bag) 

$19.80/6 $52.80/16 $105.60/26 

Dry Den 
(Illinios) 

$7/40 lb. bag $35/5 $49/7 $77/11 

Dry Nest Pine 
And Juniper 
(Idaho) 

$3.95*/54 lb. bag 
(1.25 cu. ft. bag) 

$5.92/1.5 $21.72/5.5 $43.45/11 

Hunt Club 
(Ohio) 

$3.99/28 lb. bag $15.96/4 $23.94/6 $47.88/12 

Woody Pet 
(B.C.,Canada) 

$4.59/30 lb. bag $22.95/5 $27.54/6 $44.59/10 

Koetter & Smith 
(Indiana) 

$2.75/80 lb. bag $8.25/3 $11/4 $16.50/6 

Straw, generic sawdust/shavings prices are regional Northeast; commercial product prices 
regional, East Coast. Note that where you live in contrast to the location of the manufacturer may 
affect prices due to shipping. *Dry Nest lists average prices, depends on exact delivery address 

 
 

Less-Available Choices 
 
Hemp and Kenaf 
Industrial hemp and kenaf are two bedding sources that may someday cost the same to use as straw 
and shavings, while having the potential to be more absorbent and easier to  ompost. Hemp and kenaf 
(pronounced kuh-NAFF) are renewable resources that are easy to grow, unlike trees. It seems rather 
amazing then that hemp and kenaf haven’t challenged straw and shavings for the bedding market. It 
isn’t amazing that much of the reason is bureaucratic. 
Hemp and kenaf aren’t processed for bedding alone, just as straw is a byproduct of wheat or oats 
grown for grain and shavings are a byproduct of lumber. Kenaf is a member of the hibiscus family and 
can be used for feed, paper pulp, rope and clothing. The core is highly absorbent. The USDA poured 
40 years of research into kenaf and then concluded a couple years ago that there wasn’t much of a 
market for it. But it’s a chicken-and-egg sort of issue. There can’t be a market until enough of the stuff 
is produced to sell. It’s easy enough to grow, but processing plants haven’t been developed. 
Industrial hemp suffers from close association with the black sheep in its family, marijuana. They’re 
different varieties of Cannabis sativa, but industrial hemp contains only a minute amount of the 
psychoactive ingredient in marijuana. If you smoke hemp, you’ll just get a headache. Unfortunately, 
hemp plants look a lot like marijuana plants, and thus industrial hemp is just as illegal to grow in the 
United States. However, it can be imported from Canada. In England and other areas of Europe, 
industrial hemp is competitive with shavings and straw. Canadian proponents proclaim with glee that 
the Queen of England’s horses sleep on the stuff. 



The USDA declared last year that potential markets for industrial hemp were slim. However, hemp 
looks so attractive as a source of fiber for everything from textiles to paper that two dozen U.S. state 
legislatures have introduced bills for its study. Kentucky has been leading the way, since the bedding 
byproduct could be useful to the Thoroughbred industry. 
Hemp bedding is currently available from a few Canadian sources in plastic bags that weigh around 
30 pounds and sell for around $11 each. You need about four bags for a 12' x 12' stall to start and 
about one bag a week after that because it is so absorbent. Kenaf is grown in a few southern states 
since it needs a full six-month season. Because it is so fluffy and light, it fills a truck in a hurry. 
Therefore, it isn’t financially feasible to ship more than 50 miles from the few plants that process it, 
mostly in Texas. Big plastic bags of it weigh around 45 pounds and cost around $12/bag. Again, like 
hemp, after the initial three or four bags, you need to add a lot less of it per day than you do shavings 
or straw. Prices should come down when processing and availability go up. 
 
Corn Stalks 
Corn stalks, either whole or chopped, are sometimes utilized as a bedding. Although they provide a 
resilient cushion against wet or cold ground/floor conditions, their absorbency is extremely low. 
They’re also definitely tempting to snack on but commonly contain mold—a bad combination. You 
must be particularly careful the corn stalks have no moldy kernels of corn or partial ears. At best, they 
might be an option for bedding in a run-in shed arrangement. In fact, some foals think they make great 
toys, too—we’ve seen a pair swinging the stalks around and batting each other with them. 
 
Paper Bedding 
Industry is constantly searching for ways to creatively—and profitably—deal with their waste materials. 
To this end, we know paper byproducts are being additionally dried and sold as beddings. These are 
not yet available nationwide, and 
we were unable to obtain any for testing, although we understand it tends to stick to horses when 
damp. Before trying one, we suggest you ask the company for references—people who have actually 
used it. And, be absolutely certain to question the company about any possible chemical residues 
 
 
 


