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Dedication




To our families and friends who have endured and (with time) supported and encouraged our composting experiments and adventures.







How to Use This Book




A working compost garden is an interesting place, because you never know what kind of compost might be lurking beneath an innocent pile of leaves or perhaps a pen of withering weeds. The former might be a Nursery Reserve where pots of chrysanthemums have been tucked in for winter, and the latter might be the topmost layer of a Layered Crater or Honey Hole. If phrases such as these confuse you at first, please bookmark the glossary. After you have read the definitions of important concepts a few times, and start experiencing your landscape as a compost-generating system, ideas like Comforter Compost or Hospital Heap will become as familiar to you as how to prepare a planting hole.


Materials. When you have an abundance of anything from pulled weeds to cardboard boxes, review your options in the materials section that begins here. Do the same if you are considering importing a load of manure or supercharging a weedy heap with a high-nitrogen plant meal to heat it up.




Techniques. In part 2, beginning here, we discuss dozens of methods you may want to try, starting with Banner Batches made in bins or pens, and then moving on to time-saving Comforter Composts and eye-appealing underground composting methods. There are also techniques to help you make your compost as good as it can be, which may mean deactivating weed seeds or sifting your black gold through a handmade screen.




Plants. As compost’s essential green portion, plants are at the heart of every Compost Garden. Part 3 covers plants that are especially responsive to compost gardening methods, including some to grow just so you can compost them. Throughout the book, plants that pair up perfectly with particular methods are featured in the Perfect Match boxes.




Learning from experience. We don’t want anyone to get hurt, so in situations where there might be a risk of injury, we’ve included safety tips worth knowing. Also look for snippets from Deb’s Diary and Barbara’s Journal, our firsthand reports intended to help you repeat our successes, avoid our failures, and join us in the creative fun of composting.











Part 1Getting Started with Compost Gardening
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Chapter 1Gardening in Garbage




You have picked up this book and opened it to the first page, so you probably expect it to show you new and better ways to compost. Great! The information, ideas, and projects here will certainly do that and a whole lot more, so find a comfortable chair and settle in for a while. This book will change the way you garden in such fundamental ways that a few seasons from now, you may look back at how you used to do things and wonder why it took so long for you to figure out that composting is, and always was, at the heart of your garden. Looking back, you may ask yourself: What was your heap doing hiding behind the bushes? Why were you carrying compost here and there instead of letting the process happen in places where the soil needs help? How many times did you worry that you were a composting failure because you never saw the faintest hint of steam rising from your heap? We used to ask ourselves the same questions, and this book is the result of that probing.
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Seeing Is Believing




Like most gardeners who believe in the powers of compost, we followed directions we picked up from dozens of books and magazine articles, and from composting guides published by Cooperative Extension Service professionals and waste-management experts. We were repaid with pretty good results. Still, we sensed that there were some pieces of the puzzle missing, and we wondered if there were better ways to avail our gardens of the benefits of compost without facing endless work and frustration.


It’s amazing what you can learn when you put aside ideas about the way things are supposed to work and pay attention to what actually happens in your garden. You may be surprised to discover that you can make better compost more easily by working with Mother Nature instead of working against her. Fortunately, she is a patient and persistent teacher, as shown in the following quick examples:


Compost in place. For years we noticed how the soil beneath old compost piles turned dark and crumbly before it was touched with a turning fork. Instead of wasting this wonderful process in a remote corner, we moved it into the garden with techniques including layered Comforter Compost and Banner Batches of compost that “walked” toward where we needed them to go each time we turned them.




Garden in compost. After many seasons of watching volunteer pumpkin and winter squash vines tumble out of our old compost piles, we realized that these plants really like growing in compost. We began experimenting with the method we now call Grow Heaps — special compost piles that double as planting beds for compost-loving crops.




Enlist earthworms. Providing settings in which earthworms could help with composting made sense, but we asked ourselves: Is it really necessary to buy a special kind of worm and bin, and manage the worm bins in a particular way? In addition to saving time and money, working out the basics of a method we call Catch-and-Release Vermicomposting (see chapter 7) has made working with earthworms more fun and rewarding for us and for our gardens.




Perhaps you are already thinking “Of course! Why didn’t I think of that?” If so, keep the part of your brain that’s starting to get excited revved up and ready to rumble, because adapting The Complete Compost Gardening Guide methods to suit the unique needs of your garden is something only you can do. Don’t worry. It’s going to be far easier than struggling to make every composting project you undertake turn out a certain way; that is the fundamental flaw in how most gardeners think about home composting. In truth, what happens during the composting process is every bit as important as the result.


Are you ready to get started on compost gardening? We promise that the journey ahead will be painless, fascinating, and lead to endless satisfaction, season after season. It is good to be a gardener, but it’s even better to be a compost gardener.
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Use the easy Comforter Compost method to create fertile new beds. Earthworms, crickets, and other small animals help mix the materials in this layered type of compost.










Scavenging Hazards




Composting is all about recycling organic materials, so there will be times when you can’t pass up a pile of perfectly good grass clippings someone left on the curb with their garbage, or maybe the salad scraps from a covered dish supper will ride home with you in the backseat of your car. Such acts of composting chivalry are fine most of the time, but do be aware that hidden hazards may lurk inside a seemingly innocent bag of leaves or grass clippings. Broken glass or pieces of wood studded with rusty nails may be present, and grass clippings may contain chemical residues or pet poo. Oddly enough, the most common foreign objects to turn up when commercial composters screen finished yard waste compost — the plastic mouth pieces from small cigars — are dangerous only to the people who discarded them.










6 Basic Rules of Compost Gardening




As a compost gardener, you will do much more than simply make compost. This book is a composting manual, but we take things further by presenting time-saving composting techniques that create new growing space, solve site problems, host beneficial insects, and invigorate soil during every season of the year. These techniques are covered in detail in part 2, and they have in common close adherence to the 6 Basic Rules of Compost Gardening listed here. While following these guidelines, you will no doubt invent even more ways to create compost in your yard and garden. As you do, keep in mind that the whole point of compost gardening is to put the natural decomposition processes first. From there on, everything else easily falls into place.






	
1.Choose labor-saving sites. Keep your garden and compost as close to one another as possible. Compost in your garden whenever you can, or at least nearby. There is a catch, because while most garden plants grow best with plenty of sun, compost piles retain moisture best when situated in shade. Address this dilemma by using in-garden composting methods at every opportunity, and water as needed to keep the pile barely moist. Locate slow-rotting heaps in a shady spot near your garden, and site new garden beds close to your best area for making compost.


	
2.Work with what you have. Compost what your yard produces first, and import materials only when they are convenient and of special value to your composting projects. Instead of yearning for materials you’ve heard make great compost, concentrate on doing the best job you can with compostable materials that you generate at home. Most landscapes produce plenty of fallen leaves, grass clippings, and withered plants; and kitchens spew out a steady supply of compostable riches (see here). When you do want to bring in outside materials, start looking for them along the curbs in your neighborhood, and stick with other sources close to home. In addition to being convenient and efficient, using local materials takes a bite out of local waste disposal costs and saves you unnecessary compost miles (see here).


	
3.Help decomposers do their jobs. Compost happens thanks to the efforts of a vast population of organisms — from earthworms and pill bugs to microscopic fungi and bacteria — that live in, feed on, and otherwise process organic matter into nourishment for soil and plants. Creating optimal conditions for these essential composting critters is the key to your compost-making success. Keep them working by balancing compost ingredients between “greens” and “browns” (see here), adding high-nitrogen meals when needed (see here), and keeping compost materials moist. Additionally, you can aerate compost piles by turning them to stimulate microbial activity.


	
4.Reuse and recycle. Reuse items from your recycling bin in your composting projects. Store finished compost in (well-rinsed) bulk containers, such as five-gallon plastic pickle buckets and detergent jugs. Turn cardboard boxes into bedding for your vermicompost bin. Place a thick layer of newspapers at the base of a curing compost pile to deter invasive tree roots. Look for novel opportunities to use compost-garden methods to shrink the waste stream generated by your household’s day-to-day activities.


	
5.The magic is in the mix. Decomposed leaves are called leaf mold, and rotted manure is . . . rotted manure. Both leaf mold and rotted manure have special uses, but they lack the diverse community of beneficial microorganisms found in true compost, which is made from a wide variety of materials. Each organic ingredient you put into a compost project — from carrot peelings to dead pepper plants — will host a slightly different group of microorganisms, and it is this diversity that makes compost greater than the sum of its parts.


	
6.Compost to suit your garden’s needs. Treat every plant you grow to some form of compost. Blanket beds as you renovate them between plantings, amend planting holes, or mix your best batches into homemade potting soil. Use rough-textured, partially decomposed compost as mulch, and sprinkle vermicompost into containers of flowers or houseplants. Match compost-garden methods to the situations you encounter most often in your gardens, and always put soil care first and plants second.











Who Owns Compost?




In the interest of clear communication, we have coined a number of phrases. For example: Comforter Compost and Banner Batches (see Glossary), and we use the word “composting” to refer to endless variations on “letting things rot.” Such loose use of the word “compost” may bother those in the commercial-composting industry, because soil scientists have debated how compost should be defined and created for at least two decades. One camp maintains that the only true compost is produced through high-temperature processing, which requires close monitoring of materials, moisture, and oxygen.


Their point is that if we refer to everything that rots with help from human hands as compost, this loose interpretation of the word will corrupt the meaning of composting as a technical process. Their definition and method is one that industry or the government can use to solve pressing environmental problems presented by waste materials, such as sewage or swine manure. This is a good argument, but it is likely to earn little more than a questioning nod from millions of backyard composters.


Four out of five home-compost projects hardly heat up at all, so by this technical definition, they must be something else. But what? We composters know who we are, and in this book we claim the word “compost” as our own term and process. If commercial composters want to come up with a better word for what they do, bring it on. Meanwhile, the Purpose-Driven Composting chart should help clarify this bit of confusion.
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In summer, a centrally located compost bin saves time by capturing compostable materials within a few steps of their source.











Local Compost Sources




Depending on where you live, you may be able to buy bulk compost from municipal compost facilities, composted manure from nearby farms, or compost bagged from garden centers. Purchased compost can be of excellent quality, but some batches may include weed seeds, slugs, or other unwanted hitchhikers. See here for a more detailed discussion of purchased compost, and remember that you always have the option of re-composting problem batches with materials from your own yard.









Purpose-Driven Composting




From start to finish, there are major differences between commercial composting and home composting. Home composting is much less technical, yet like its commercial counterpart, it should use methods that are aligned with its unique purposes.


















	

Commercial Goals




	

Home Goals













	

Waste management


Pollution prevention


Financial savings


Bioremediation of polluted sites




	

On-site recycling


Improved soil quality


Self-sufficiency


Healthy, productive plants


















Why Compost?




Perhaps you are just getting into home composting, or maybe you’ve been composting for years and want to find ways to do it better. Or maybe you are one of the thousands of gardeners who tried to compost kitchen and yard waste and became so frustrated that they gave it up altogether. If so, are you ready to give it another chance? Composting to reduce the amount of garbage that leaves your house is an honorable primary mission, but compost brings so many benefits to your soil and garden that you may even consider buying compost to supplement your homemade supply.


In the following pages, we will discuss the following benefits of composting in detail:






	Compost increases the organic content of soil, which in turn improves its texture, drainage, fertility, and its ability to anchor plant roots.


	Compost invigorates the soil’s food web by providing nutrients, moisture, and habitat for a huge range of beneficial life forms.




	Compost enhances plants’ resistance to pests and diseases, and helps them respond quickly and effectively when faced with these and other unexpected health challenges, such as weather extremes.
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Carrots show fast, steady growth when grown in loose, well-drained soil enriched with compost. Vermicompost is especially beneficial to root crops.
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Increasing the soil’s organic matter content with compost improves its ability to hold moisture, which is much appreciated by plants with shallow, fibrous roots.







Composting to Gain Organic Matter




Every gardener’s goal is to make sure that the soil offers plant roots a pleasing balance of gritty mineral particles and spongy organic matter. The mineral particles may be large sand grains, extremely small specks of clay, or a mixture of sand and clay particles in various sizes. The size of mineral particles, which are basically ground-up rock, determines the soil’s texture. An important job of the mineral portion of soil is to provide physical support for plant roots. Some plants prefer one type of soil texture over another, according to how their roots grow. Thick-rooted carrots, for example, grow best in light-textured, sandy soil, while plants like lettuce, peppers, and others with more fibrous, shallow roots thrive in heavier soils that are less prone to drying out. However, when the mineral component of any soil is balanced with sufficient organic matter, soil texture becomes much less of a limiting factor in your choice of garden plants. Plenty of organic matter slows drainage and improves moisture retention in sandy soil, and it enhances drainage in heavy soil, while reducing its tendency to compact by creating tiny open spaces for air.
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Sooner or later, combined waste materials generated in your kitchen and garden (left) will become soil-enriching compost (right).







The Hows and Whys of Organic Matter


How much organic matter in soil is enough? Surprisingly little! Soil that contains only 5 percent organic matter is usually quite fertile, because at this ratio, mineral particles and bits of organic matter interact in ways that serve plants well. The mineral particles anchor plant roots in place and provide habitat for soil-dwelling life forms that set up communities within the root zone (the soil area below a plant occupied by its roots), while the organic matter feeds beneficial microorganisms and facilitates the movement of water and air between the mineral particles. You can easily increase the organic matter of your soil by using our compost-garden methods every chance you get.


Organic matter is being consumed constantly by beneficial organisms that live in soil and compost, so you must continually replenish it. Understanding this reality is fuel for the compost gardener’s fire. You will rarely see a planting or growing situation that cannot be enhanced with the right use of compost. Depending on your purpose, it may be better to work with active organic matter, which is still actively decomposing; stable organic matter, which has rotted into humus; or a mixture of the two types.




Stable Organic Matter


This is compost that has pretty much finished decomposing. Ideally, about half of the organic matter in soil should be almost completely decomposed into humus. Soil scientists call this stable organic matter, and its value is mostly physical. Soil that contains plenty of stable humus is spongelike in its ability to hold and release air and water. However, many of its plant nutrients are long gone, having been taken up by plant roots or washed away by rain. Stable organic matter may include a few small sticks but is otherwise dark and crumbly, resembling rich, well-worked soil.




Active Organic Matter


This partially decomposed organic matter still has a way to go in its transition to compost, so it supports a diverse community of soil microorganisms, which release enzymes and acids that enhance plant growth, and sometimes form beneficial partnerships with plant roots that help the plants fix nitrogen or take up phosphorous, iron, and other important nutrients. “Active” is a relative term, because compost materials vary widely in how much microbial activity they can support. At one end of the continuum you could have a smoking hot heap (very high in active organic matter) or a slow-working, fall-to-spring Comforter Compost bed. As long as you can identify chunks of leaf, strings of grass clippings, or bits of broccoli stalks in your compost, you are looking at active organic matter.




Finished compost that has rested, or cured, for a few weeks beneath a protective cover is an ideal source of both types of organic mater. Teeming with living organisms, the cured compost actively joins forces with plants, helping them take what they need from thousands of diverse nutrient molecules and root-friendly life forms. As they spread through the soil, the entire garden gets stronger.





Can You Have Too Much?




As a compost gardener, you may sometimes wonder if a certain garden spot has too much organic matter. This is a definite possibility, though whether the amount of humus is good or bad hinges in large part on which plants you are trying to grow. Some plants are happy to grow in pure compost (see Growing Pioneer Plants in Comforter Compost), but other plants, such as sweet corn or carrots, suffer when their roots are not in contact with plenty of good, gritty soil. In our experience, excessive organic matter is most likely to cause problems (evidenced by slow, thrifty growth) if there is a huge supply of stable organic matter, for example rotted sawdust, wood chips, or leaf mold. The light texture of such a growing medium makes it difficult for plants to anchor themselves firmly in place, and a shortage of mineral particles limits the soil’s ability to retain nutrients. If a shallow-rooted plant like lettuce is asked to grow in such a soil, large amounts of supplemental water and plant food may be needed to promote strong, steady growth. Mulching the soil’s surface to reduce evaporation can help, as can providing an extra helping of organic fertilizer, such as fish-based fertilizers or manure that has been composted, dried, and packaged.


Few gardeners, however, will ever complain about soil that contains a large amount of active organic matter. So-called muck soil, which is found at the bottom of bogs and shallow lakes or along the banks of slow-flowing rivers that flood periodically, can contain up to 30 percent organic matter mixed with extremely tiny soil particles, making muck soil a great home for many types of plants, provided that the soil is adequately drained. A raised garden bed filled with soil that has been thoroughly mixed with one part Banner Batch compost to two parts soil often compares favorably with extremely rich muck soil found in fertile bottomland sites, and the finished bed will drain like a dream.
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Raised beds filled with a soil mixture high in organic matter help improve drainage, which is naturally slow in compacted subsoil.







Testing Organic Content


There are two ways to find out how much organic matter is present in your soil. You can have it tested by a soil lab (check with your county Cooperative Extension Service, or see the government pages of the phone book under Soil Testing or Agricultural Colleges), or you can observe how it behaves when you use it to grow plants. Soil-test labs use either chemical or electrical conductivity methods to measure organic matter, neither of which can be replicated at home. But as you get to know how your soil looks and feels when you dig and turn it, and how it behaves when it’s saturated with water, you can compare your observations to the characteristics of nearby soil that has not been improved by the addition of organic matter. In most soil, attaining an ideal level of 6 to 8 percent of stable and active organic matter usually takes three years if you mix in a 3" (7.6 cm) thick blanket of compost annually and use biodegradable mulches. So the three-year mark is a good time to have a soil test done to evaluate your progress. At this point, chances are good that soil-test results will show organic content of 6 to 8 percent, which is just about perfect for any type of plant you may want to grow — especially fast-growing vegetables and annual flowers. After three years, you can continue to enrich your soil with more organic matter to further improve its tilth, or you can ease off and use compost mostly for its “medicinal” value. As your soil steadily improves, you should need less bulky organic matter, but regular infusions of cured compost will still be essential to supporting an active, dynamic soil food web.






Sassy Siderophores




Soil biologists have discovered that certain specialized large molecules, called siderophores, are the missing link between plants and iron. This essential nutrient is often in good supply in the soil but cannot be taken up easily by plants without the help of siderophores. Where do siderophores come from? They are produced by the same soil-borne microorganisms that create compost! Iron-challenged plants such as azaleas and blueberries often suffer from iron starvation, as evidenced by yellowing leaves and poor growth. Siderophores in compost help plants pick up, or chelate, the iron they need.
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Secrets from the Rhizosphere




Compost’s organic matter alone qualifies it as a top-notch soil conditioner, yet the greatest gift compost brings to soil is its huge array of beneficial life forms, which include fungi, bacteria, soil-dwelling insects, and numerous organisms that fall between these broad categories. Small populations of many of these are present in compost, but they do not take off until they enter the secret world known as the rhizosphere, which is the incredibly bio-active real estate where roots and soil come together. Some are fungi that assist plant roots as they take up nutrients, for example, the mutually beneficial relationship that exists between peas, beans, and other legumes, and certain strains of soil-dwelling bacteria (see Bold Bacteria below). In addition, numerous types of fungi have recently been found to help other plants take up phosphorous and other essential plant nutrients. In exchange for the microorganisms’ services, plants exude sugary treats that nourish these and other soil-dwelling microorganisms.




Compost Condos for Beneficials




One of the best reasons to compost in or near your garden is that compost can serve as a habitat for crickets and ground beetles, which are two nocturnal insects that deserve more recognition as gardening allies. Crickets have a healthy appetite for protein-rich weed seeds, while ground beetles devour slugs and many other common garden pests, including squash bugs and spotted cucumber beetles.


 Both critters prefer places that are undisturbed, so a slow compost pile hidden behind your squash bed makes a great summer-long habitat. A Comforter Compost can also serve as a luxury hotel for crickets and ground beetles, because the material stays loose enough to allow them to move around freely. You can improve the shelter aspect of a compost pile by covering it with a blanket or cloth, or by topping it off with a loose layer of straw or other porous mulch. How about using a composting method we call a Pit-of-Plenty, which is topped by a plywood lid? This is a dream-come-true habitat for crickets, which seek out little seeds and other tasty tidbits and then leave behind manure (frass) that’s rich in plant nutrients.


You need not worry that hosting crickets in your compost will lead to unwanted visitors in your house — as long as you keep outdoor lighting to a minimum during the summer months. Like many other insects, crickets are attracted to light, so leaving outdoor lights on at night can lead to strange and unpredictable disturbances in the overall balance of helpful and harmful insects in your home landscape.
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left: cricket right: ground beetles








Bold Bacteria




Peas, beans, and other legumes use the services of soil-borne bacteria to process airborne nitrogen and store it in nodules on their roots. In 1813, noted British writer and inventor Sir Humphrey Davy observed that “legumes seem to prepare the ground for wheat,” but it was not until the 1880s that agricultural thinkers realized that nitrogen was involved. By then, most farmers had seen firsthand evidence that peas and beans grew better in soil where they had grown before, so by the early 1900s it was customary to take buckets of soil from places previously occupied by legumes, and scatter it into new planting furrows. These farmers were unknowingly inoculating their soil with beneficial bacteria, which remains a darn good idea (see Prime Your Soil for Legumes).




Since the 1950s, soil laboratories and garden catalogs have provided farmers and gardeners with inexpensive bacterial inoculants for legumes, but there is a new kid on the bacterial block. PGPB sounds like an acronym for a spooky chemical, but rather, PGPB stands for Plant Growth Promoting Bacteria, which encompass several types of bacteria that help plants grow better when added to the soil. PGPBs are available as ready-to-use products (for example, the over-the-counter brand Bio-Yield), but compost is a free, convenient, and renewable source of plant-growth-enhancing bacteria that also fall into the PGPB group.


How many types of bacteria are there in compost? Microbiologists usually manage to grow out about 300 different strains of bacteria from random samples of compost, including many of the strains that top current lists of most-wanted PGPBs.






Who’s Who of Nitrogen-Fixing Bacteria




In your garden, the most valuable nitrogen-fixing bacteria are the strains that assist peas and beans: Rhizobium leguminosarum viceae for peas and lentils, and R. leguminosarum phaseoli for beans. Both are included in products sold as “garden inoculants.” Soybeans, crowder peas, and asparagus beans utilize different strains known as Bradyrhizobia, while alfalfa and most clovers team up with R. meliloti. Be sure to match the crop with the right bacterial strain when buying inoculant or when you are growing your own in compost-filled pots.








Fantastic Fungi




Like legions of gardeners before us, we have seen plants that have been weakened or killed by powdery mildew, late blight, and other fungal diseases. So it is easy to understand why fungi have had such a hard time earning respect among horticulturists and gardeners, and why those claiming that fungi could actually help plants were dismissed as being too weird over the past 100 years. For example, exotic-plant collectors publicly wondered, in 1851, whether the demise of many hot-house orchids was due to a lack of fungi often present in the native soil beneath healthy plants. They were not taken seriously. It was not until German forest pathologist A. B. Frank conducted a landmark experiment in 1894 that the educated world began to entertain the possibility that some plants depend on fungi for their health and well-being. Frank sterilized a batch of soil, planted pine seedlings in it, and compared their pitiful growth to that of plants grown in soil that included native fungi. He subsequently coined the word “mycorrhiza,” derived from the marriage of myco (fungi) and rhiza (root), to describe beneficial soil fungi.


Were Frank’s pine trees a fluke? Hundreds of scientific studies since his time have shown that they were not, and the list of known ways in which soil-borne fungi benefit plants continues to grow. For example, fungi play crucial roles in helping plants metabolize nutrients and in helping some plants take up iron. Fungi also often galvanize plants’ abilities to maximize phosphorous and may help keep plants’ immune systems functioning at high alert. Recently, microbiologists have suggested using the word “mycorrhization” to describe the elegant relationships that exist between fungi that spend their lives in the soil and plants that wave their leaves in the sun. To a plant, a certain amount of liveliness among the bacteria and fungi living in the rhizosphere is exactly what’s needed to make it feel at home.








Prime Your Soil for Legumes





When planting peas, beans, vetch, clovers, or other legumes in soil for the first time, gardeners are often advised to inoculate the seeds with nitrogen-fixing bacteria. Sold in a black-powder form, these legume inoculants are inexpensive and easy to use, or you can grow your own legume inoculant in containers of compost. Composting creates captive populations of nitrogen-fixing bacteria that can be used to inoculate new planting sites, as shown here. When using this method, keep in mind that different legumes utilize different strains of nitrogen-fixing bacteria (see Who’s Who of Nitrogen-Fixing Bacteria for more details). Be sure to match the legume you plant in compost-filled pots with those you plan to grow in your garden.






Handling Inoculant


Legume inoculant looks like a dark powder, but it’s teeming with resting bacteria. You are wise to wear a dust mask when handling large amounts of inoculant, but precautions are not necessary when coating small amounts of seed. Simply place the seeds in a jar, soak or dampen them well, and pour off excess water. Sprinkle with a teaspoon of inoculant, shake to coat the seeds, and they are ready to plant.









	
1.Go through your leftover seeds and find a legume you plan to grow again. Fill a 6" (15 cm) pot with almost-done or fully ripe compost, plant five or so seeds, water, set the pot in a sunny window or in a protected spot outdoors, and let the seedlings grow. If you are growing more than one type of legume, label each pot so you will know which is which.



[image: Step 1 demonstrated]






	
2.When the plants are 4 to 5 weeks old, or at any time before they start to flower, clip off the seedlings at the soil line and compost them. Enclose the pot in a plastic bag, or dump its contents into a bucket with a lid. Store the potted compost in the container, and place it in a cool, dark place. Keep it lightly moist until needed.



[image: Step 2 demonstrated]







	
3.Empty the container onto the site where you plan to grow the legume, and mix it into the soil, or use it to line a planting furrow as you sow your seeds. Water well to distribute the bacteria in the soil.



[image: Step 3 demonstrated]







	
4.Keep soil lightly moist to encourage germination as well as to support growth of nitrogen-fixing bacteria. Plants should begin fixing their own nitrogen by the time they have five true leaves.
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Can Compost Make You Sick?




Because compost derives its life force from a teeming community of fungi and bacteria, common sense ought to tell you that you shouldn’t eat it and that you should always wash vegetables grown in compost-enriched soil before you eat them. And, while working with compost does much more to improve your health than to hurt it, there are a few potential health threats of which compost gardeners should be aware:




Farmer’s Lung


is a pneumonia-like illness caused by breathing in the types of bacteria and fungal spores present in rotted hay, sugar cane, mushroom compost, and other materials that decay at high temperatures. Acute cases are caused by intense exposure to spores, for example, spending a Saturday ripping through a round bale of rotted hay without wearing a dust mask. As a recurrent condition among farmers who often handle spoiled hay in late winter and early spring, farmer’s lung has been recognized in medical literature for almost 300 years. The types of bacteria that produce the riskiest spores are actinomycetes, especially those that work at high temperatures. Hay or other materials that have been colonized by these bacteria usually include mats of dusty white or gray material containing billions of spores. To limit your chances of contracting this illness, always wear a dust mask when forking through moldy hay or any material that includes dusty white patches. When you are finished, change into clean clothes. Antibiotics are usually needed to treat acute farmer’s lung infections.




Paronychia


is a painful infection located in the deep-skin crevices at the edges of a fingernail. Derived from Greek para (close) and onyx (nail), this common infection may as well be called nail-biter’s nightmare, because it develops when bacteria enter openings in the skin. Prolonged moisture contributes to the problem, so you can unintentionally set the stage for a round of paronychia by working in compost bare-handed or by wearing wet, dirty gloves with holes in the fingertips. Soil that gets inside the glove holes can abrade the skin, much like sandpaper, thus providing access to moist crevices by Staphylococcus or Streptococcus bacteria, which are present almost everywhere. Minor cases of paronychia can clear in a few days with the help of warm-water soaks, but oral antibiotics may be needed to cure severe infections. To prevent this problem, replace gloves that have holes in them. If you have an injury in the fold next to a nail, keep it clean and covered and wear a medical exam glove under your gardening gloves until it heals. Once any glove gets wet and dirty, take it off, wash it, and switch to a dry one.




Histoplasmosis


is a respiratory infection caused by Histoplasma capsulatum, which is a yeastlike fungus that grows in bat or bird droppings. It is a common soil-borne fungus in the Midwest and Upper South, and many people come into casual contact with it all the time. Normal, functioning immune systems most often kill the fungus soon after it enters the lungs, but people can develop acute infections by breathing in large amounts of the dry fungus while gathering guano or bird droppings. Wearing a dust mask in such situations is an excellent way to prevent infection, but if you are exposed and experience breathing difficulties, seek medical care.







Legionnaire’s Disease


is a respiratory infection caused by a rather uncommon bacteria, Legionella pneumophila, which is sometimes present in damp air conditioners or refrigerators. A closely related species, L. longbeachae, has been found in some potting soils in Japan, Australia, and the United States. Like its famous cousin, this bacteria can cause bacterial pneumonia in susceptible people. However, the bacteria is not at all common, and it is killed by temperatures above 110°F (43°C). Lightly dampen very dry compost or potting soil before using it to reduce the possibility that you might inhale airborne spores.




Tetanus


is a disease of the central nervous system, caused by a toxin produced by Clostridium tetani, bacteria that are widely present in soil and manure. Tetanus is also called lockjaw because of the severe facial muscle spasms that are a symptom of the disease. Because the bacteria that cause tetanus are so widespread, even a minor cut creates the opportunity for exposure. Fortunately, vaccination provides excellent protection against tetanus. Every gardener should make sure his or her tetanus immunization is up to date — tetanus boosters are recommended every 10 years for adults. If you get a cut or scrape while gardening and don’t know your tetanus vaccination record, call your doctor and get that shot. Public health departments sometimes offer tetanus shots as well.








Health Food for Soil




Compost is often too low in the major plant nutrients — nitrogen, phosphorous, and potassium — to qualify as a fertilizer. So what? While compost does contain some nutrients, more importantly, there are substances in compost that help dissolve iron, zinc, and other minor nutrients so that plants can take them up. Additionally, compost often supports starter populations of rhizomorphic bacteria and fungi, which in turn enhance plant nutrition. Compost can also suppress plant diseases, which can be every bit as important as soil fertility when you want to grow healthy, long-bearing, indeterminate tomatoes, discourage black spot on roses, or prevent root rot in a mass planting of ajuga.


 How does this work? Germinating seeds and growing roots leak or actively exude sugars, which are, in turn, consumed by soil microorganisms. As long as there is plenty of diversity in the resident microbial community, beneficial life forms out-compete troublemakers that would otherwise invade root or stem tissues and damage the plant. And, because compost is basically the battleground left behind after wave upon wave of fungi and bacteria vie for dominance during decomposition, particles of cured compost often pack a good dose of natural antibiotics produced by the beneficial bacteria. The small mites, springtails, and other little insects that live in compost sometimes fulfill predator or parasite roles in the prevention of plant diseases, and then there is the mysterious matter of induced systemic resistance, or ISR. When grown in compost-enriched soil, many plants use substances present in the compost to prepare for future disease attacks. When a response is required, these “primed” plants produce more of the proteins needed to resist the disease.






How’s Your Edaphon?




Derived from the Greek word edaphos, meaning “soil or ground,” edaphon is the collective community of plant and animal life present in soil. In the 1980s, Vaclav Petrik, Sr., a Czechoslovakian-born soil scientist, published his attempt to quantify the edaphon of healthy soil with a high organic content of 7 percent. Of that 7 percent, Petrik estimated that 85 percent should be humus, or completely decomposed organic matter, 10 percent plant roots, and 5 percent should be made up of edaphon. Are you ready for more numbers? In Petrik’s model, the best edaphon balance breaks down like this:


Not all batches of compost can accomplish these wonders. For maximum effectiveness as a disease preventive, compost must be cured for at least several weeks, until the only recognizable materials are chips of wood or sticks. As the compost cures, microorganisms that were set back by high or low temperatures have time to recolonize the heap, dramatically increasing the compost’s microbial diversity. Compost that has gone through hot, moderate, and cold conditions is most likely to contain exactly the microbial buffet needed to qualify it as health food for plants.


















	

Fungi and algae




	

40 percent









	

Bacteria and microorganisms called actinomycetes




	

40 percent









	

Earthworms




	

12 percent









	

Other macrofauna




	

5 percent









	

Micro- and mesofauna




	

3 percent














Fortunately for us, replenishing the edaphon in soil is a simple matter of making and using compost! As for what the edaphon actually does for plants, keep reading.









Synergistic Benefits


As a gardener, you want to grow vegetables, herbs, and fruits that are more flavorful and nutritious than those you can buy and flowers that produce a nonstop parade of colorful blossoms. Regardless of whether your special, pet plants are peppers or peperomias, if you were to assemble a top-notch panel of horticultural experts and ask them for the secrets of the gardener’s art, they would give the same answer: Start with a quality plant variety or cultivar and then provide perfect growing conditions. We will give you some help choosing plant varieties in part 3, but here let’s consider the role compost can play in providing those perfect growing conditions. Compost will condition the soil to make it more hospitable to plant roots, help plants to help themselves to soil-borne nutrients, and reduce the likelihood that you will be plagued by outbreaks of random, soil-borne diseases. These are big factors in perfect growing conditions. Compost cannot turn on the water faucet or work an organic fertilizer into a planting bed, but considering what you get for little or no cost, composting is a deal you can’t refuse.




You will need to invest some thought and muscle, but by using the compost-garden methods discussed in part 2, your investments will yield greater returns than if you composted the traditional way, by piling compostable stuff up in a hidden corner of your yard. Now that you have a good idea of what’s going on inside your compost bin or pile, it’s easy to see why composting in or near the garden is such a sound practice. And, because many compost-garden methods benefit the garden while progressing, they will help you sidestep the most perplexing question asked by new composters: When will it be done?






Lasting Disease Relief




When you amend soil with compost, which contains natural antibiotics, to help prevent root-rot diseases or to strengthen plants’ immune systems, how long will the effects last? The answer varies with climate, soil, and compost, but as long as you can see little tidbits of bygone sticks and leaves in compost-amended soil when you crumble some of it in your hand, the “good guys” are still working. Once the change from active to stable organic matter is complete, it’s time to dig in more compost or blanket the surface with cured compost topped by a biodegradable mulch.








Composting Fast, Composting Slow


In this age of microwave meals and speed-of-light Internet transmission, we all like for things to happen fast. Compost is not fast. Unless you really work it hard by achieving a perfect balance of materials and moisture and attentively turning and mixing it every few days to make a fast Banner Batch, compost follows the rhythm of the seasons. Compost made in summer benefits from the work of microorganisms that are active in warm temperatures, so it may be done in a matter of weeks. On the other hand, compost made from autumn’s fallen leaves and frost-blackened plants usually does not become fully decomposed until the next summer rolls around. So, a certain amount of patience is required to be a happy compost gardener.


Sometimes you may want to put in extra time and effort to create a hot Banner Batch, which is a great way to neutralize pathogens in tissues of potentially disease-ridden plant debris and deactivate weed seeds, and also to make sure dangerous bacteria are cleared from animal manure. But most of the time, it is more enjoyable (and much less work) to allow compost to mature at its own rate. The materials you use have a mighty impact on a batch’s speed (or lack thereof ), and there is nothing wrong with tweaking a compost project to make sure you see enough ongoing change to keep you happy. At the same time, you will hear us saying time and time again that slow compost is good compost. Accepting and respecting the slowness of compost, the very essence of earth, can also bring balance to a high-pressure life that’s burning too hot. Should you feel frustrated, remind yourself that this is earth you are dealing with, and pay attention to its lesson. If you need speed, find your car keys.







Weeding in Super Soil


Need further persuasion to get into compost gardening? After a year or two of using compost-garden methods every chance you get, you will discover new pleasure in gardening. You’ll notice that you can pull weeds more easily, and you may even look forward to weeding because it affords a justified opportunity to visit the vibrant underground world you have created. Pulling up a clump of crabgrass may produce a glimpse of the biggest, most iridescent night crawler you’ve ever seen, or maybe you’ll begin gathering potatoes with your hands so that you can touch the crumbly texture of your wonderfully loamy soil. Having super soil brings its own satisfaction, which is really about leaving the world a better place than you found it.
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Getting Intense




Soil that constantly gets what it needs from compost can be worked harder than soil that receives lesser care. Compost gardeners gradually fall into the habit of thinking of their soil’s health status before they plant anything, because keeping the soil food web humming along is fundamental to growing robust plants. We learn to trust that if soil needs are addressed first, productivity logically follows. In an intensively managed garden, compost makes it possible to replace one crop with another without pausing to let the soil rest.


If you garden intensively, in raised beds or in a square-foot-type garden, your soil will often get little or no rest between crops. Whether your spring lettuce is followed by summer tomatoes, or perhaps you’re planting a fall crop of kale where you just pulled out bush beans, a generous infusion of compost mixed into the soil between plantings is the best way to keep the soil from becoming exhausted. When you discover that a space will be empty for more than two or three weeks, pile on some compost and let it sit. Earthworms and leaching will pull humus and nutrients into the soil, getting the soil-enrichment process going while you attend to other things. When you’re ready to plant, mix in the compost along with organic fertilizer sufficient to meet the needs of the crop, and you’re good to go!







Chapter 2Tools for the Composter’s Garden




If you already own some basic gardening tools, you are adequately equipped to ease into compost gardening, but as you adopt and refine compost gardening methods for your garden, you will want to add a few specialized tools to your collection.


Don’t get the idea that compost gardening requires a super-consumer mentality, because the opposite is true: Buying a lot of stuff to make compost runs contrary to the philosophy behind compost gardening, which is based on recycling on-site resources with minimal outside inputs. Certainly gardening catalogs and retailers offer a growing number of compost-related products — bins, tools, accessories, activators, and more — that promise to make the composting process better, faster, and easier. Some are worth their cost, and some are not. When you find yourself dazzled by shiny new tools and must-have potions, take a deep breath and remember that decomposition is a natural process that will happen whether or not you own a nifty tool.
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The Composter’s Tool Shed




You should try compost gardening on for size before you start tooling up, because your tool needs will vary depending on your climate, available materials, and how much time you spend in your garden. Until you figure out which composting practices are the best fit for your site, soil, and personal gardening habits, it makes little sense to start acquiring special equipment.
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Basic tools will do the job for most compost gardening projects.






Trusty Old Friends


The tools and equipment described in this chapter are things that we’ve found useful in creating and tending our own compost gardens and learning from the work of many other innovative, resourceful gardeners who know compost. When appropriate, we use recycled or “repurposed” items in the place of buying hard-to-get specialty items, and we encourage you to do the same. It’s fun to buy new tools, but it can be more satisfying to build rich, healthy soil using tools you already own or can pick up for a fraction of their original price at yard sales, farm sales, thrift stores, or flea markets.


And then there are treasured tools, like the old knife with your grandfather’s initials carved into the wooden handle, or the hoe you found in the garage while helping your parents move from your childhood home. Sometimes simply carrying the pocketknife your son bought you for a Father’s Day gift is all it takes to turn a good gardening day into a great one.




Finding Great Tools


There will be times when you decide that the best thing to do is to pay retail price for a tool, but hardware stores, garden centers, and mail-order catalogs are not the only places to get good tools to facilitate composting. Balance your new tool purchases with efforts to get perfectly good used tools that are in need of new homes. Whether you’re looking for the perfect tool to solve a perplexing problem or need to expand your tool inventory, here are some local tool sources that should not be overlooked.




Garage sales. Folks who are moving often unload gardening tools before they go. Shop garage sales for excellent, lightly used tools.




Classified ads. Watch the newspapers for estate sales that include gardening equipment, because well-made tools often outlast their owners — and may even outlast you!




Flea markets. If your town has a nearby flea market, get to know vendors who specialize in old tools. They often get them from salvage dealers and sometimes run across unique finds.




Community gardens. Does your city have a demonstration garden maintained by Master Gardeners? A friendly visit during a scheduled Saturday morning work session is a great way to see which tools local gardeners like well enough to carry in the trunks of their cars.






Freecycling. “Freecycle” for what you want. Every community has an Internet group associated with the Freecycle Network and its Web site, www.freecycle.org, where you can list items and arrange to take or give away anything, as long as it’s free, legal, and appropriate for all ages.




Whether you’re shopping for used tools or new ones, keep in mind that cheap is seldom better, but expensive may not be that great, either. Long-handled tools like shovels and hoes can be costly, but these are heavy-use items that need to hold up well. You’ll want to strike a balance between quality, durability, your budget, and your body — and be realistic about your tool-care practices, too. Do you always clean and store tools when you’re through using them, or do you leave them out in the rain? Does your body “complain” when you do certain things, like lifting or bending? As the old saying goes, “the hammer can shape the hand, but it’s better to get a hammer that does what the hand tells it to do.” Here are some specifics to consider when choosing new tools:


Fit, comfort, and balance. Buying tools firsthand, at a retail store or garage sale, has huge advantages over remote ordering. You can try the tools on for size, and obtaining the object of your desire does not require additional packaging made from trees or fossil-fueled transportation (racking up extra compost miles). To test a tool, hold it as if you are working with it. Make sure the tool feels comfortable in your hands and that it is the right size and weight relative to your body.




Handles and attachments. Is the handle sturdy and smooth? If the tool has a wooden handle, check for cracks or flaws where it could break during use. Look at how the tool head or grips are attached to the handle: Do they fit securely? Could you replace the handle if necessary? A heavy head is a virtue in mattocks and other tools meant for high-impact chopping, but no tool should be so heavy that you have trouble using it properly.




Cutting edges. Shovels, spades, mattocks, hoes, and other tools meant for digging and cutting should have discernible cutting edges. For safety reasons, the edges on new tools are often left dull, and it’s up to you to sharpen them. Still, you should see an obvious beveled (slanted) edge on new spades or hoes. On old tools, sharp edges usually can be restored by giving them a good working-over with a metal file.




Metal quality. Beware of cheap metal tool heads that have been stamped out of a sheet of metal, or parts that are barely welded together. The flimsiness of such tools will be a continual source of frustration as they bend or break at the worst possible moments.
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A sturdy, forged blade, such as that on the left, securely attached to a well-balanced handle makes digging tasks go more easily. Stamped blades, such as that on the right, are inferior.










What to Wear




Along with working garden tools, you should outfit yourself appropriately to protect yourself from accidental injury.




	Always wear gloves when working in compost that includes manure or kitchen waste. Prevent blisters by wearing gloves when raking or doing other repetitive tasks. We suggest having several pairs of gardening gloves of varying weights. Wash them out often, and let them dry in the sun.

 


	Put on your shoes. You can wander through your garden barefooted, but never work in it without appropriate footwear. Wear sturdy, closed-toe shoes with treaded soles when mowing. If you push down on a spade wearing sandals or flip-flops, make sure your tetanus booster is up to date.

 


	Wear long pants and socks when running a mower, string trimmer, or other machine that can fling rocks, sticks, or pieces of poison ivy at your legs.

 


	Err on the side of caution when deciding whether you will wear protective goggles to shield your eyes from flying debris. Fact: Removal of foreign objects from eyes is the most common garden-related injury that sends people to emergency rooms.

 


	Wear a disposable dust mask to keep dust and spores out of your lungs when handling hay, manure, or other potentially moldy materials.

 


	If you plan to operate a lawn mower, leaf shredder, or other loud device for more than a few minutes, wear ear plugs or protective earphones.

 











Five Foundation Tools for Your Composter’s Garden




The list of composting tools you will need on a day-in and day-out basis is surprisingly short — a spade, a garden fork, a hoe, a leaf rake, and a metal file for renewing sharp tool edges as often as needed. All come in a range of models, with sizes, shapes, and weights to meet your physical and composting needs.




Spades and Shovels


Whether you call a spade a spade, or call it a shovel, has little to do with which tool, technically speaking, it is. The two words vary in regional dialects (Barbara calls hers a shovel, but to Deb it’s a spade), but what you call your digging thing does not matter if the tool does what you need it to do. Terminology in this matter is better left to folks who have time to argue the semantics and physical features of shovels and spades. Meanwhile, we have compost to tend! Spade or shovel blades may have a rounded shield shape with a distinct point, the cutting edge may be rounded, or it may be a flat blade with squared edges. The various shapes are suited to various tasks. To keep any spade or shovel in good working order, keep a file handy to use when restoring its edge to shiny sharpness.


Pointed-blade shovel. For digging holes in hard-to-dig compacted clay soil, a pointed blade gives a bit of extra bite, along with a nice, clean slice.




Rounded-blade shovel. If you have sandy soil and mostly need a spade for opening planting holes or mixing and moving composting materials, a smallish spade with a rounded edge is a good choice.




Square-blade shovel. For chopping piles of compost-bound materials on the ground, a square-point spade is hard to beat. Its long handle (straight or with a D-grip, depending on preference) lets you work in an upright position with gravity on your side, while the wide cutting edge makes the most of every chop through coarse stems.








[image: ]



Whether you call it a shovel or a spade, what matters most in a digging tool is a sharp blade and a comfortable grip.








Deb's Diary




The Advantages of Gardening Like a Lady




I was mildly offended, some years ago, when my husband presented me with a small-bladed shovel bearing the label “Lady Gardener” on its long wooden handle. It was nice of him to choose a gift in tune with my favorite activities, but I couldn’t help wondering if he thought I was too delicate to manage full-sized tools. So I was pleasantly surprised when I eventually took up the shovel and found it well suited to any number of gardening jobs, including composting. One of my compost bins has a small door at its base for removing finished compost from the bottom of the pile. My full-sized shovel’s blade barely fits through that door, but my “lady” shovel enters with ease and her lovely long handle lets me scoop out as much compost as I need. She also saves me from myself when I’m moving compost or soil around, by allowing me to lift only dainty “bites” that don’t overtax my back and shoulders. That small blade is just right for adding and subtracting plants from existing perennial beds, too, and it slips easily into the soil when I’m digging new holes for spot composting or planting. I guess Mom was right when she told me I should be more ladylike!







Garden Forks


Choosing a fork for composting is not a question of etiquette, though your selection may depend upon which “course” your compost is currently serving. If it’s a raw-materials appetizer, consider the humble pitchfork. A traditional pitchfork’s thin, curving tines are meant to slide smoothly through hay and straw, and a pitchfork also works great for turning or moving matted layers of leaves. Its sharp tines make good pokers for breaking up compressed materials and for stirring layers together, but a pitchfork becomes less useful for lifting and turning compost as the pieces become smaller and slip easily through the spaces between the smooth, round tines.


If you plan to regularly gather manure or stable bedding, you might want the pitchfork’s first cousin, often called a manure, or compost, fork. These forks feature long, closely set tines that may be curved or straight. Manure/compost forks are meant for lifting mixed bedding and stable manure, or you can use one to turn moist compost-in-progress. Some models, called scoop forks, have 10 to 12 tines curved into a scoop configuration. Watch out, though, because a big scoop fork may allow you to lift larger loads than your back will bear.


Shorter, sturdier tines that are rectangular or diamond-shaped (in cross section) characterize digging and spading forks, also called turning forks. These garden standbys can do the work of a pitchfork or manure fork pretty well, but their forte is loosening and lifting soil or compost. Stocky of handle and heavy of tine, digging forks are also useful for making planting holes or roughing the sides and bottom of a planting hole made with a spade or a shovel. In the compost garden, they’re handy for turning compost or cultivating soil, for poking aeration holes in any site, and for leaning against when you’re ready for a breather. If you choose only one type of garden fork, choose this one.
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Long, curving tines of pitch- and manure forks, are made to lift and scoop. Loosening soil is easier with a digging fork’s short, straight, sturdy tines.









Don’t Lose Your Tools




We all know that we should put our tools away each time we use them, but sometimes we don’t and they end up lost. You will be less likely to lose track of your tools outside in the yard or inside your house if you wrap a stripe of brightly colored plastic tape (available at hardware, home, and discount stores) around their handles. Color-marking of tools is a standard loss-prevention practice among native-plant rescue groups, and it works in a home garden, too.







Hoes


For chopping matted leaves, breaking up clumps of grass clippings, or cutting bedraggled hay, straw, or weeds into smaller pieces for composting, a good hoe will do the job. Under the right soil and stem conditions, you can even use a sharp hoe to take down compost crops ready to be harvested as greens. And then there is a hoe’s primary purpose, which is to slice off weeds when they’re young and tender. Teamed up with a digging fork or spade, a hoe makes short work of helping a Walking Heap move toward its final destination.


A hoe’s design minimizes back bending, but you still need to hold your belly tight and let your arms and the hoe do the work. When done with proper form (knees bent, back straight), chopping anything with a hoe is darn good exercise.
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You can stand up straight while chopping and mixing materials with the sharp, sturdy blade of a garden hoe.










Keep Your Edges Sharp




Take care of your tools, and they’ll take care of you. Maintaining the cutting edges on tools you use for digging, chopping, and cutting makes every job easier — and safer. Dull tools are dangerous: They slip and bounce over surfaces instead of cutting through them, and they cause you to use excessive force to make a cut. The harder you have to work, the more fatigued (and frustrated) you become and the more likely you are to hurt yourself (think strained back, cut finger, bruised foot), but there is no need to “go there.”


 Spend five dollars for a new steel file (commonly called a mill bastard file), or shop for a bargain used one, to use for sharpening the blades of shovels and hoes. A whetstone or diamond file for sharpening knives, axes, hatchets, and hand tools won’t cost much more. Tool-tending is a fine task for bad-weather days, but don’t wait too long between sharpening sessions. Instead, make a habit of sharpening your tools each time you launch into a new composting project. See how to sharpen a tool.
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The classic hoe has a rectangular metal head fixed at roughly 90 degrees to the handle; these types of hoes may be sold as planter, nursery, or grubbing hoes. Hoes with specialized blades — circular, stirrup (also called action), warren, goosefoot, and other shapes — are great for weeding but not as well suited for preparing compost ingredients. Their cutting edges tend to be in the wrong position for efficient chopping, and their blades may be too small or narrow to tolerate heavy use, so you may ding or bend them to ruination if you’re not careful. Why risk it? Stick with a plain old hoe for compost work, and keep your sharpening file handy. When a hoe is used as a compost chopper, a sharp edge is essential. You’ll see. Once you discover how well a sharp hoe chops, you’ll touch up that edge every chance you get.




Leaf Rakes




If leaves are the most abundant high-carbon brown material generated in your yard, you need a good rake to make leaf gathering as easy and efficient as possible. You also can use a leaf rake to gather clumps of grass clippings or to remove old mulches and spread new ones. Look for a well-balanced tool that feels right when you stand in raking position. Consider it a failed fitting if you feel like the rake’s head is pulling you forward (most of your energy will go into pulling the rake in the other direction).


A wide rake head will help you clear your lawn more quickly but also adds weight that can wear you out faster than a lighter model. An adjustable rake that lets you narrow the rake head to fit between shrubs and perennials is handy if there are leaves to be cleared from tight spaces. Choose metal tines for durability, plastic or bamboo tines for a slight weight advantage, or rubber-tipped tines if you’ll be raking on paved surfaces and want to keep scraping sounds to a minimum. In fall, cheap rakes abound in home centers and mass-market retailers, but many are not the bargains they seem. If you’re tempted by what appears to be a great deal, take a close look before you buy. Lightweight rigid-plastic tines break easily under even moderate use; a single bolt attaching the rake head to the handle is prone to loosen and be lost; a rough handle will quickly rub your hands the wrong way. You may not need a fancy-schmancy rake, but it’s worth spending a few dollars more to make sure you get a tool you can use comfortably for several seasons.
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You’ll enjoy fall raking tasks more when you’re equipped with a well-made leaf rake.







Tools for Transporting Materials


Without realizing it, you may spend as much time moving garden-related “stuff” around as you do on actual gardening tasks. Depending on your day’s gardening agenda, you’ll need to get out the tools you’ll use, and various composting materials, and pots and plants, and maybe even a “little one” strapped into an infant seat (our kids survived this nicely; babies love to go outside and watch their parents do interesting things). Clearly, efficiency counts when it comes to moving materials, equipment, or whatever else you deem essential for a certain task. Even though compost gardening reduces much of the back-and-forth associated with traditional out-of-the-way composting, you’ll still find plenty of things you need to move, so you’ll need good ways to move them. For compost gardeners, this translates into a need for some sort of wheeled conveyance — typically a garden cart or wheelbarrow — accompanied by a collection of buckets, tarps, and bins.






Special-Purpose Pails




Biologically speaking, some of the compost materials you put into buckets may harbor bacteria that should not mix with comparatively “clean” things coming out of your pile. For example, last week’s kitchen scraps should not cross-contaminate a container that is filled with sifted, finished compost on its way to your edible herb or vegetable garden. Instead of disinfecting nasty pails every time you use them, mark them for special uses. You might need one for collecting doggie doo from your lawn, and another for fresh manure from your neighbor’s chickens. The idea is to never allow undecomposed, bacteria-laden residue stuck to the sides of a bucket to mingle with finished compost used to grow goodies you will soon be eating for dinner.


Pails or buckets that develop cracks or holes can still be used for mixing up batches of potting soil, for collecting spent blossoms and other garden waste, or as caddies for gloves, knives, and other supplies.
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Wheelbarrows and Garden Carts




Whether you choose to roll on one wheel (a wheelbarrow) or two (a garden cart) depends on factors ranging from the width of your garden paths to the weight of the things you most often move. A wheelbarrow’s single wheel makes it easier to maneuver in tight spaces, while a cart’s access is limited by the width of its wheelbase. Moving heavy loads tends to be easier with a cart, because its operator has less lifting to do to get a load balanced over the wheels. A cart is less prone to tipping than a wheelbarrow, but a wheelbarrow rolls more easily over rough terrain.


Perhaps you will need one of each — maybe a large cart and a small wheelbarrow, or a small cart and a large wheelbarrow. Carts and wheelbarrows are exceedingly useful for moving loads of loose, heavy materials, such as soil, manure, and compost. Container plants on their way to a bed or border, hand tools, full watering cans, stacks of newspapers for mulching, sunscreen, and a bottle of cold water are just a few of the many other items that will ride nicely to your job site in a cart or wheelbarrow.


The perfect choice for you will represent a good balance of durability versus weight. Models described as “heavy duty” may be too heavy for you to handle when you take a pinecone for a ride; imagine pushing it up an incline loaded with 150 pounds of compost. If you think there may be times when you will want to lift the cart/wheelbarrow itself (into your vehicle or over a low fence, for example) is there a practical way to do it? Look for the combination of quality construction and utility that best suits you and your budget, and whenever possible, try out these big-ticket items before buying them. Often some assembly is required.




You may be totally satisfied with your wheelbarrow or cart but not with tires that go flat every time the wind blows. A bicycle pump can inflate an occasional low tire, but go to a tire store for help replacing tires that won’t hold air. We know of one guy who got so frustrated that he filled his wheelbarrow tire with foam sealant from a can. The tire doesn’t bounce anymore, but it never goes flat, either.






Deb's Diary




It’s a Drag




Whether I’m settling in for a weeding session on a summer morning, or looking at an afternoon of leaf-raking in the fall, the one tool I’m sure to have on hand is my tarp. The current model is my third “official” gardening tarp, and compared to the sheets and shower curtains I’ve used in the past, it’s deluxe — a sturdy 6' x 6' (1.83 x 1.83 m) sheet of tear-resistant, woven polyethylene with a strap handle at each corner. With the help of two metal carabiner-style clips that came with it, the handles can be fastened together to form a loose sack.


 My tarp holds heaps of weeds, piles of prunings, and mountains (relatively speaking) of leaves. Sometimes it gets thrown over lawn furniture to keep it dry through a passing shower, and sometimes I use it as a drop cloth when I’m potting up plants in containers. Instead of sweeping up, I can drag the mess to the closest compost project. Given the choice between lifting and dragging, I’ll drag every time.


 It’s hard to kill a good tarp, so my old tarps are still around. One protects a curing compost pile from exposure to the elements, while the other blocks weed growth in my garden path and provides shelter for a healthy population of crickets and earthworms.







Buckets, Pails, and Tubs


It’s hard to imagine compost gardening without buckets. For carrying small quantities of anything, buckets are downright indispensable. You can buy buckets in an almost endless array of sizes, colors, and materials — metal, plastic, recycled rubber, collapsible, with or without lids — to catch, contain, or carry whatever needs carrying. The world has free buckets aplenty, including sturdy plastic containers that once held cat box filler, drywall compound, donut icing, or other bulk materials.


Creative thinking can lead you to discover all sorts of bucketlike items that may be repurposed for a new life of service in your garden. Old laundry baskets, cracked kiddie pools, leaky trash barrels, and waxed corrugated cardboard boxes are just a few of the potential containers for transporting composting materials.


Wondering where to lay your hands on a few free buckets? Ask a building contractor to set aside some empty latex paint or spackle containers for you. Check with your favorite restaurant, bakery, or grocery store — items including pickles, olives, and cake frosting often arrive in 21⁄2 or 5 gallon (9.5 or 18.9 L) plastic buckets. With a little bit of asking and ingenuity in seeking out sources, you can gather a good supply of these exceedingly useful tools. You’ll quickly discover that you can’t have too many, because in addition to using them for composting tasks, they can be brought into service as emergency cloches, rain barrels, and so much more. A sturdy bucket will even give you a nice seat for weeding, or to rest and admire your handiwork — just upend it and sit down.
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