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SMART GARDENING

Garden Gold

Home composting is not only smart

recycling, ites smart gardening.

ompost is naturess free gift to gar-
deners and worth its weight in
old. It not only adds nutrients
to the sail, it also has the special
ability to do two things at once: It helps
soil retain water and nutrients and it keeps
soil well-aerated.

The very same process of decomposition
that creates compost from yard and kitchen
waste is a key to sustaining life on earth.
Every living thing that dies unlocks nutri-
ents for the following generations of plants
and animals. Incidentally, even «finishedZ
compost continues breaking down at a slow
rate in the garden before becoming stable
humus (a complex mix of minerals and or-
ganic residue). Most compost is not fully
broken down, which benefits gardeners
because particles of unfinished material im-
prove soil texture by creating tiny air pock-
ets as it decays. This further promotes the
microbial activity essential for healthy soil.

The simplest
way to make
compost is to
pick an out-of-
the-way place in
your yard and
start a pile of grass
clippings, raked leaves, other yard waste
and non-meat kitchen scraps (meat will
compost, but it attracts flies and rodents).
Every time you collect yard waste, add
it to the pile. Within a couple of months
you can begin scooping finished compost
out from the bottom of the pile. (For a
comparison of partly-finished and finished
compost, see the top left photo on the fol-
lowing page.) Your compost should have
plenty of sowbugs, worms and other small
critters, which are at the top of the decom-
poser food chain, as well as centipedes and
other predators, which, in turn, feed on the
decomposers. These critters create no prob-

Compost in a bag

If you live in an apartment, you can stifilastit- garbage bag. Mix in one cup of gardbavet or spade is OK, but more unwieldy
post indoors. Toss vegetable and produtasteailgpotting soil wonet do) for every twotowpsrk with. Plus a fork grabs more of the
(finely chop or run through a blender firstfikttchen scraps. The soil provides the microlg®st at one time.

The best<eT]

things in lifdike
homemade compost,
are free.

lems in the garden. However, if you plan to
use compost for indoor plants, make sure
you donet bring in any sowbugs. They can
be a nuisance indoors, congregating under
and in houseplant containers.

Turning the pile
You can make batches of compost more
quickly by regularly turning the compost
pile. An overly wet, unturned pile may also
become smelly because a saturated, oxygen-
poor pile encourages anaerobic (oxygen-
intolerant) bacteria. These bacteria produce
methane, which has that characteristic
sewerZ smell.

A garden fork is the best tool for turn-
ing the pile because it helps break up
matted grass clippings and other matter. A

that start the composting process. If mateDonst turn the pile before ites ready. As
rial is dry, add a quarter cup of water.Miteeoorganisms begin breaking down the
material should be moist but not soalatter, temperatures in the center of a
ing wet. Keep the bag sealed and spadi@-sized pile reach 130 degrees or higher.
once a day to keep content¥urning the compost at this point will
mixed. Open the bag for a femctually slow down the composting process.
hours every three days to Iefhe signal that compost is ready to turn is
air in and moisture out. If thevhen the interior temperature of the pile
odor is strong, the contentslrops to about the same temperature as the
are too wet. In four to six weelauter layer. Turning the pile at this point
after the time you stop addingestarts the composting process by intro-
scraps, you should have finished comgosing air and new material into the center
of the pile.
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