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Introduction





  To say that Massachusetts is a diverse state is an understatement to be sure. Covering approximately 10,555 square miles (7,800 of them land), Massachusetts is bordered south, southeast, and east by the Atlantic Ocean and inland by five New England states. The terrain is pretty flat in the southeast, close to the ocean, but it starts to rise as you move west through the geographic center of the state in Worcester County to the higher elevations of the Taconic Range. Apart from the island counties of Dukes and Nantucket, the state has an ocean coast of about 250 miles. Plymouth County alone has swamps, beaches, dunes, tidal marshes, and the largest area of peat in the state. Massachusetts has it all—which is great for the tourism industry but can be daunting when addressing gardening issues. Generalizations just don—t cut it!




  How often have you lamented, “I love this plant but it just won’t survive here” or “I love that magazine, but half the articles are about plants we can’t grow.” The Massachusetts Gardener’s Companion addresses the specifics of gardening in Massachusetts—s soil, climate, hardiness zones, growing conditions, challenges, and special places. Throughout this book you will find some great plant recommendations from Massachusetts gardeners, terrific tips for helping your plants thrive, and a chapter of state-specific resources from which you can gather yet more information to make your gardening endeavors a success. A glossary and index round out the book.




  Although I came to gardening a little later in life, when my husband and I moved from a condominium in Brookline to a house, I learned to garden fast. I enrolled in the master gardener program and then continued my studies with the Royal Horticultural Society’s course for certification in horticulture. I then worked at a retail nursery, followed by a stint with a landscape designer, and (my favorite) worked in the department of horticulture at Blithewold Mansion, Gardens & Arboretum in Bristol, Rhode Island.
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  From my years writing about gardening in New England and as a state editor for the Northeast gardening magazine People, Places & Plants, I have gained a deeper appreciation of the topographic and climate differences in the Bay State. My special love is city gardens (especially those in Brookline, Newton, Beacon Hill, Newburyport, and Marblehead) and seaside gardens like those on Cape Cod and the Islands. You’ll read about these in chapter 11. And these days I explore the gardens of central Massachusetts around the University of Massachusetts in Amherst, where one of my daughters is studying.




  Many generous folks have shared their knowledge of Massachusetts gardening to make The Massachusetts Gardener’s Companion a really useful resource. Space constraints prohibit my thanking them all by name, but you will find them quoted throughout the book. To each one I extend my gratitude.




  I hope this book provides you with recommendations and resources that will be useful wherever you garden in the Bay State. Write to me with your suggestions and comments care of The Globe Pequot Press, P.O. Box 480, Guilford, CT 06437-0480.
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CHAPTER ONE









	

Soils














  As you stride across your lawn, do you stop to think about what’s going on beneath your feet? Soil should be alive, teeming with activity—rich and abundant in microbes, insects, nutrients, moisture, and air. Soil that has been depleted of life is a sorry thing to behold—pale, gray, dry, literally lifeless, with not a worm to be seen.




  Poor soil contributes to 80 percent of plant growing problems. Knowing your soil and knowing exactly how to improve it is vital to gardening success.




  Gardening is an act of collaboration between you and Mother Nature. As with any relationship, if you want the collaboration to be fruitful, it helps to know with whom or what you’re dealing. To get the most out of your little patch of earth, take a moment and consider the bigger picture: why we have the soil we have in Massachusetts, where it came from, how it was formed, and if it is good or bad. Good soil is the foundation of gardening success, so let’s look at it in depth.




  What Is Soil?




  




  Soil begins with the breakdown of rocks into small mineral particles by environmental factors: wind, rain, heat, and cold. Factor in the accumulation of decaying organic materials such as leaves and grass; the chemistry that happens when roots move through the soil; the activity of organisms such as microbes, insects, earthworms, and humans attacking organic matter; the topography of the land; and time. The end result is soil.




  Good soil is essential to plant health. It is a support for plants, holding them in place. It provides plants with the nutrients, moisture, and air (oxygen) they need. To do all of this well, the soil must be balanced: composed of the correct proportions of minerals, nutrients, air, water, and beneficial insects and animals. Good soil holds enough water for the plants’ needs yet drains well enough that the plants and animal life don’t suffocate. We’re not all blessed with good soil on our property-but we can create it.




  A well-balanced surface soil is made up of approximately half solid material and half open spaces. Some of the soil particles are big enough to see easily, while others are so small you’d need a microscope to view them. Most soils are classified based on the amount of clay, sand, or silt they contain and are usually a combination of these mineral elements in different amounts.




  • Gravel or sand particles are the largest. They don’t hold water well but let air into the soil.




  • Clay particles are very small and can compact, which means that water does not drain through efficiently and air can’t get in easily.




  • Silt particles are medium size, in between sand and clay.




  Clay soils, like those found in the Connecticut River valley, are heavy to work and slow to drain but can be very fertile. They are slow to warm up in the spring. Clay soils hold water too well and become waterlogged and compacted, which makes it hard for plants to get access to either air or water. Clay soils shouldn’t be worked when wet because they can be easily damaged. When dry they tend to shrink. One advantage of clay soil is that it holds high levels of nutrients; however, the nutrients aren’t easily available to the plants. Clay soil requires good management to make the nutrients available.




  Sandy soils, which are found through most of Massachusetts, have low levels of nutrients and lose nutrients fairly fast due to fast drainage. These soils have less clay in them and therefore hold less water. Sandy soils usually have low levels of organic matter, but any organic matter that is added will break down quickly and improve the texture. Sandy soil warms up quickly in the spring and is easy to work when wet. When dry it can be dusty and difficult to handle.




  Silty soils are not commonly found in Massachusetts. They are fairly easy to work when dry, but like sandy soils they can be dry and dusty. They are less easy to work when wet and tend to compact easily. Silty soils are slow to warm up in the spring. They have only moderate levels of organic matter and nutrients. Water is easily absorbed into these soils but can contribute to erosion.




  Soils can range from gravelly sand to loamy sand to sandy loam to silt loam and to silty clay loam, clay loam, sandy clay, sandy clay loam—and so on.




  Soils in Massachusetts




  




  “There’s perhaps no better place to study soils than Massachusetts,” says Steven Bodine of the Soil and Plant Tissue Testing Laboratory at the University of Massachusetts in Amherst. “Our closeness to the southernmost advance of the last glaciation, together with our wide range of rock types and subtle yet significant variations in climate, have resulted in a rich variety of soils.”




  Massachusetts is primarily glacial till, which is made up mostly of sand (40 to 60 percent) and silt (30 to 35 percent). The remainder is clay. Glacial simply means “moved by ice,” and till means a mix of sand, silt, and clay. Sandy loams are typical of glacial till.




  Dipping your hand into your soil is literally touching prehistory. Massachusetts soils are the result of the most recent ice age, which reached its maximum development 20,000 years ago, when the whole state was covered with a glacier. The ice started to retreat 12,000 to 14,000 years ago, moving through central Massachusetts 10,000 years ago. And move it did, pushing soils around and rearranging the land like a bulldozer. As the ice melted it washed soil materials away from the northern hills toward the ocean. You’ll hear the term “outwash” used to describe these soils.




  The soils in Massachusetts are termed “young soils” because they are only 10,000 to 12,000 years old, versus millions of years old in the Southeast. If glaciation had not occurred, then Massachusetts soil would more closely resemble the red clay of the southeast United States. In some places, usually toward the Cape, you can sometimes find clues as to what the soil was like originally. If you see large boulders in your area, or lots of stone walls, chances are the soil was glacial in origin. “The moving glacial meltwaters carried the big boulders and stones here,” says Cape Cod landscape designer Paul Miskovsky.








   The State Soil




In 1922 Massachusetts soils were mapped and the term “Paxton soil” was coined after the town of Paxton in Worcester County. Then in 1991 the Massachusetts State Legislature designated the Paxton fine sandy loam as the official state soil of the Commonwealth. Paxton soil is well drained, with a high water-holding capacity. It is coarse and loamy, formed from acid glacial till mostly derived from granite, gneiss, and schist. These soils are found throughout southern New England and Massachusetts except Cape Cod, Martha’s Vineyard, and Nantucket. The primary agricultural crops for Paxton soils are apples, corn, and silage, according to the Natural Resources Conservation Service. The trees you find thriving will typically give a good indication of the type of soil: Trees commonly found growing on these soils include red, white, and black oak; hickory; sugar and red maple; If  gray and black birch; white pine; and hemlock.










  “While one can state that Massachusetts soils are stony sandy loams or loamy sands, there are localized pockets of stone-free finer textured soils derived from river, wind, and ocean deposits,” notes Steven Bodine. “The best examples of these are found in the Connecticut River valley. These soils are easy to till and have near perfect drainage. Farmers love them.”




  What about your soil? In general terms you can learn about the different soils in Massachusetts by referring to counties. You can research the soil surveys for your county’s soil from the Natural Resources Conservation Service at www.nrcs.usda.gov. A quick survey reveals the differences.




  Berkshire County, for instance, has two sorts of soils—those in the uplands and those in the valleys. Hoosic River and Housatonic River valley soils are derived from limestone bedrock. In the uplands the soils are primarily of glacial origin; in the lowlands soils are of fluvial origin, which means moved by water. Because of the high elevations, cold temperatures, and weathering patterns, upland soil is quite different from lowland soil. The higher the elevation, the greater the weathering effect. There you’ll find northern mountain trees growing. On 3,491-foot Mount Greylock, for instance, are trees typical of those found in southern Canada: red oak, hemlock, red spruce, and balsam fir.




  Hampshire County’s lowlands are dominated by the Connecticut River valley. After the glacier receded, a large earthen dam remained, blocking the whole valley. As the waters melted they couldn’t get past the dam. A huge lake formed there and all the way up to New Hampshire. Some of the soils left in this lake area are silty clay loams and clay loams, but they are some of the best soils in the state.




  Essex County has the only day-rich soils in the state. As the glacier receded it pushed the ground into a depression. The land took a while to rebound. While it was depressed, seawater came in, depositing marine clay. This fertile marine clay loam lines the area. If the drainage is good, it can be an excellent growing medium. The pH of this soil is close to neutral (7.0), which is also unusual for the state. (See the information on soil pH later.)




  Cape Cod and the Islands offer an unusual mix of soils. Martha’s Vineyard and Nantucket exist because of glacier movement. As the ice bulldozed its way across Narragansett Bay, it shifted the land, lifting it up to create these areas. The glacier deposited materials it had picked up along its path. The soil in these areas is sandy with a lot of gravel and cobbles, low in silt and clay content.




  Although the Cape is dominated by sandy tills and outwash, even there you’ll find areas where small lakes formed, leaving glacier-deposited clays. You will also find landforms called kettle holes on the Cape. These are large depressions in the land left by the ice. They can be as large as 23,000 square feet and as deep as 25 feet below grade. Some are still full of water, which renders them a pond or lake.




  Martha’s Vineyard and Nantucket are located near the end of all the glacier movement, so there you’ll find more of this loamy glacial till and outwash with some leftover material from preglacial weathering periods. John Bartlett of Bartlett’s Farm on Nantucket says that he farms on what’s known as “riverhead sandy loam soils.”




  Worcester County in the center of the state has finer-textured rocks, resulting in a whole range of loam through sand. You’ll also find some of this in Berkshire County.




  Physical Properties of Soil




  




  All soil is composed of three layers, known as horizons. You may have seen the three layers if you’ve dug down deeply or looked closely at a construction site.




  Topsoil is the top horizon. It is darker because it contains organic content. Most root action takes place in this layer, and that’s why plants obtain most of their water and nutrients from this surface horizon.




  Subsoil, the next layer down, is lighter in color and less fertile. There’s less root growth in this layer.




  Parent material is the third layer—bedrock in the case of Massachusetts. Roots cannot penetrate this layer.




  No matter what its makeup, soil is described in terms of its physical properties: texture, color, and structure.




  Texture: You probably won’t be able to truly identify what soil texture you have without a soil test (see the soil testing section later in the chapter), but you can quickly get a rough idea by taking some soil in your hand and rubbing it between your fingers. Sandy soil will feel gritty and won’t hold together; a clay soil will remind you of pottery class—sticky, heavy, and easy to mold into a ball. Silty soil has a silky, slippery feel in your hand. You can go through complicated tests yourself with jars of water watching how the soil separates, but the most efficient way is to send soil samples off to a lab. A soil test is essential to find out the exact texture and also the accurate pH of your soil.








   Do You Have Good Topsoil?




   When you buy a home, find out what the soil is like around the house. In new developments, contractors often remove the topsoil and sell it, leaving the home buyer with nothing but subsoil. Or your home may be built on an old potato field, or similar, and the soil may have been depleted of its nutrients. At the Conway School of Landscape Design in Conway, landscape architect Jean Aker teaches about the issue of poor soils. “Many former hillsides were overfarmed and lost their topsoil 150-plus years ago,” she says. “If the depth and structure isn’t there due to either of these past events, any gardener will continue to struggle with limited success in poor soil conditions.”








  Color: A soil’s color is an indication of how much organic material that soil contains. The darker the color the greater the organic matter content. If the soil is light, it usually indicates that the soil is light in organic matter, either through excessive drainage or overuse, which has depleted the soil.








What Is Loam?




Really good soil is a dark, chocolatey brown or black, which indicates that it has a high content of organic material. It is slightly crumbly in texture and healthy smelling, with no foul odors. It has good texture, good drainage, and the right amounts of moisture and air. This is loam—a balanced mix of sand, silt, and clay. Loam is good soil that holds water well yet drains well so that air can reach the roots. It is sandy enough that water drains from it but with enough clay to retain water. What if you don’t have this loamy perfection? There are ways to get your soil as close to loam as possible. See “Improving Soil” later in the chapter.










Structure: Soil structure, or tilth, is the soil’s physical condition. “Tilth” comes from the Old English word for cultivating soil. A soil is said to have good tilth, or to be “friable,” if it has a structure that holds together if compressed and yet crumbles easily, if it absorbs water quickly, and if the water drains easily.




  Soil Chemistry, Soil pH




  




  Nutrients become available to plants when those nutrients are dissolved in the soil. The acidity of a soil determines how well nutrients dissolve and therefore become available. If your soil is either too acid or alkaline, nutrients are either completely unavailable because they are not dissolved, or they dissolve too slowly to be useful to plants.




  The term pH means potential hydrogen. It is a measurement of how alkaline or acid the soil is. The pH measurements range from 1 to 14:




  • The lower end is acid: 1 to 5. Lemons have a pH of 1.3 to 2.4.




  • The high end is alkaline: 8 to 14. Ammonia has a pH 10.6 to 11.6.




  • Neutral pH is in the middle: 6 to 7. Pure water has a pH of 7.




  A soil pH somewhere in the range of 6 to 7 will cause most plant nutrients to be available to the plants. Most Massachusetts soils are generally acidic, with a pH somewhere between 5.0 and 5.8. It is generally low in nutrients because of the type of igneous rocks from which it was formed. Massachusetts gardeners probably won’t encounter alkaline soil.




  It’s important to measure the acidity of your soil so you know when to make improvements and when to leave well enough alone. Soil pH also affects the activity of beneficial microorganisms. The work of bacteria on the decomposition of organic matter can be slowed down or stopped entirely in highly acidic soils. What you end up with is organic matter that cannot decompose. This does nothing to improve your soil and it may cause problems like poor drainage, poor aeration, or the accumulation of harmful bacteria.




  Changing Your Soil pH




  If your soil is too alkaline, which is rarely the case in Massachusetts, you will want to add sulfur to lower the pH level. If your soil is too acid, you’ll want to add lime to raise the pH level. Lime requirements vary with soil type. The higher the organic content of a soil, the more lime it will take to bring about a change in pH. Lime increases nitrogen availability because it speeds up the decomposition of organic matter. Adding lime does more than just raise the level of pH in your soil—it also adds calcium and magnesium to the soil and helps make phosphorus more available to the plants. The addition of lime also reduces the risk of aluminum and manganese toxicity that can occur in soil with a low pH.




  Monitor your soil to make sure you’re not adding too much lime. Some common liming materials are dolomitic limestone (helpful where magnesium levels are low), bone-meal, ground shells, and wood ashes from your fireplace. Wood ashes sweeten your soil, says landscape designer Katie Haried of Newburyport. “One always needs to add lime here, so I’ve learned that a fast way to get lime into the soil is to spread the ashes from my fireplace.” A note of caution: Make sure the ashes are truly cool. A friend of mine set her garden on fire because there were still warm coals in the ashes!






For Those with Clay




If you live in the Connecticut River valley or in another pocket of Massachusetts with clay soil, you can add lime to temporarily improve the structure of your clay soils.










  Raising or lowering the pH of your soil depends somewhat on the soil you have: sand or clay. A simple rule of thumb: To raise the pH one unit, mix in anywhere from two to nine pounds of limestone per 100 square feet. To lower the pH one unit, add sulfur at the rate of two to five pounds per 100 square feet.






pH Prefernces




The pH range that you will be working with for most plants is between 4.5 and 7.0. But you have to know what you plants want before attempting to change the pH. Here are examples of plant pH preferences:






	Rhubarb—6.0 to 7.0



	Turnips—5.5 to 6.8



	Potatoes—5.0 to 6.5



	Sweet corn—5.5 to 7.5



	Sweet potatoes—5.2 to 6.0



	Bentgrass—5.5 to 6.5














  
Testing Your Soil




  




  Even assuming that your Massachusetts soil is acid, you’ll still want to know what range of acidity it falls within. The most accurate method of determining your soil’s pH level is to get a soil test performed at a lab (see the “Soil Test Sources” sidebar). There are, however, pH meters on the market that you can stick directly into the garden or into a soil sample that you’ve collected. You can also buy a soil pH testing kit, which usually comes with litmus paper and a color chart. You add soil to a little water and put the litmus paper into the solution. The paper changes color and you check it against the color chart to match it up with the color of your pH level.




  The soil pH may vary in different pockets of your property. Don’t assume that one test will give you all the information you need. Get several tests done from samples around your yard.






Soil Test Sources




Soil tests can be performed at a private lab or a state facility. A good Web site to locate a private lab is www.attra.ncat.org/attra-pub/soil-lab. Private labs are usually more expensive than going to a state facility, however. The University of Massachusetts Extension Service offers a variety of soil and compost tests for a relatively small fee. Get details at www.umass.edu/plsoils/soiltest or write to the Soil and Plant Tissue Testing Laboratory, West Experiment Station, 682 North Pleasant Street, University of Massachusetts, Amherst, MA 01003. You can often find the UMass Amherst brochure and soil sample kits in local garden centers.










  Sending soil off for testing is easy. Detailed instructions are provided on the form you submit with your sample, but in simple terms you take a sample of soil anywhere from 3 to 8 inches down and send the soil in with the fee. Identify it for your own reference, particularly if you send in more than one sample.




  Depending on the test you request, the soil test results will reveal the soil pH, buffer pH, extractable nutrients (such as nitrogen, iron, zinc), soil texture, soluble salts, and others.




  When is the correct time to do a soil test? It depends on when you want the results. You can do a soil test in early fall to get results back in time to add amendments before winter, so the amendments can then do their work over the winter. Or you can test in the spring before you start planting so you can make improvements to the soil without disturbing what’s to be planted. It’s virtually impossible to take soil samples when the soil is hard or frozen.




  Improving Soil




  




  Building up your soil is exactly like building up your own health—the stronger you are the easier it is to fight off sickness and disease, the more cheerful you are, and the more receptive you are to all things in life. It’s the same for soil.




  Plants need seventeen elements for normal growth. Fourteen of these come from the soil: boron, calcium, chlorine, cobalt, copper, iron, nitrogen, magnesium, manganese, molybdenum, phosphorus, potassium, sulfur, and zinc. The other three are carbon, hydrogen, and oxygen: Carbon comes from carbon dioxide; hydrogen and oxygen come from the water in the soil.




  Of these, the three major elements are nitrogen (N), phosphorus (P), and potassium (K).




  You will see the “N-P-K” ratio on many products, including fertilizers. Each element has its own growing characteristic, but the combination of the three affects the speed of growth, the size of flower blossoms, the size and amount of fruit, the shade of green, and the strength of the stem. Nitrogen, for instance, gives a plant its dark green color and increases the growth of leaves and stems. Phosphorus stimulates the early formation and strong growth of roots, and potassium increases a plant’s resistance to disease. A deficiency or excess of any of these elements will cause problems. Lack of nitrogen may result in light green to yellow leaves, and lack of potassium may result in small fruit or thin skin.






Cultivate to Improve Tilth




Cultivating or tilling loosens soil, helps to get air in, and breaks up compacted areas and clods. But be careful—too much tilling, digging, or turning can destroy the structure of the soil. You can end up with soil that is too fine and won’t support plants well, has poor drainage, or becomes easily compacted. Timing is important, too—don’t cultivate when the soil is too wet or too cold.










  The Importance of Organic Matter




  Perhaps you need to improve your soil’s pH level, texture, nutrient content, amount of air, or the water retention. Or maybe you need to remedy a lack of beneficial organisms like earthworms or too many harmful organisms like grubs or nematodes. You can achieve almost all of these improvements simply by adding organic matter.




  Organic matter is made up of decomposed plant and animal material, or humus—great stuff for the garden. Organic material stays in the soil and keeps on working to improve it year after year. Plants can make use of the nutrients released from organic materials more easily because nutrients are released at a rate and in a way the plants can efficiently absorb them.




  Incorporate an amendment into the soil by digging it in or using it as topdressing or mulch—a lot depends on how deep you want to get the material. Be aware that amendments will not work their garden magic if the soil is cold. The chemistry begins when the soil temperature goes above 40 degrees.




  Here’s a closer look at commonly available amendments:
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  Animal manure is a wonderful amendment, but you have to be careful when using it. Don’t use animal manure on plants you intend to eat because of the possible transference of disease pathogens. Manure must be aged. Fresh manure can be too strong and burn plants. It may also contain viable weed seeds. Get your manure from a trusted source. Aged manure should not have an unpleasant odor. Manures are designated “hot” or “cold” depending on the amount of nitrogen and fluid content: Cow and pig manures are cold; horse, sheep, and hen manures are hot.




  Organic slow-release fertilizers with names like Earth Juice and Cockadoodle Doo are excellent amendments. They add minerals other than just nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium. Their N-P-K ratio will be more in the range of 5-3-3 or 4-2-3 instead of the 10-10-10 you commonly find in synthetic fertilizers. The numbers are lower, but this is not an indication of the power of these products.




  Why use organic fertilizers instead of the less-expensive chemical forms? Synthetic or chemical fertilizers don’t improve the soil long term in the many ways organic material and organic fertilizers do. “Chemical fertilizers are a quick fix,” says Bruce Thompson, the Massachusetts state soil scientist. “Putting organic matter back into the soil and improving it is much better.” And improving your soil is the goal. Most chemical fertilizers release nutrients into the soil all at once, even if labeled “slow release.” Sometimes the release is too fast, so the plants can’t absorb the nutrients efficiently, and some of the nutrients get washed away. These fertilizers can burn plants if they’re applied incorrectly. Chemical fertilizers usually only provide nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium. Few of them add other nutrients, and none of them contribute texture-improving elements to the soil.




  Cover crops, also called green manure, are crops that are grown for a season and then tilled into the soil. They have deep roots, and their root action opens the soil up to increase the air in the soil. And as they decompose, they release nitrogen into the soil and add rather than deplete nutrients. Red clover or alfalfa, with roots that extend to 9 feet, grow well in Massachusetts. Cover crops tend to be used on empty vegetable or annual beds and then tilled in.




  Compost, sometimes called black gold, is the perfect organic amendment. It’s a tonic for the garden. Compost improves soil texture, the ability of the soil to retain moisture and nutrients, minerals and micronutrients. You can also fertilize your plants by dissolving the compost in water, a solution called compost tea. Mike Murray of Organic Soil Solutions in Woburn makes his own compost tea and shares details on his Web site: www.organicsoilsolutions.com. The young company TerraCycle (www.terracycle.net) makes a compost tea from worm castings called Worm Poop Sustained-Release Plant Food, which is packaged in recycled soda bottles.




  Other amendments. One of the best amendments is chopped leaves. When I worked at Blithewold Mansion, Gardens & Arboretum, we added shredded leaves, compost, and a slow-release organic amendment to the soil every year. The soil in the gardens was soft, dark, crumbly, and moist. You could almost hear the plants sighing. Another intriguing amendment is kitty litter. Barbara Emeneau, a retired Massachusetts certified arborist who gardens in Winchester, has very sandy soil and uses a clay kitty litter to improve her soil’s water-holding capability.




  The kinds of organic materials that you have in your garden will depend on what’s been growing there previously, what’s growing there now, and the climate. That’s the beauty of it. If you put back into your garden that which is already in your garden, then you’re giving your soil what it most needs.




  How to Compost




  




  There are various schools of thought about composting. They range from the philosophy that “compost happens” to red wiggler worm composting systems to intricate three-bin managed systems. The system you favor depends on how quickly you want your compost.
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  Simple piles work but you have to wait a while. You stack the material and let Mother Nature do the work. If you’re in no hurry, then this is the simplest way to go—no work, no management, no fuss.




  Worm bins using red wigglers (Lumbricus rubellus) can be set up in the house or garage. The worms eat kitchen scraps, and you collect their nutrient-rich castings to enrich the garden. These worms also multiply rapidly so you’ll always have them and be able to give then away to friends. You can add red wigglers to your compost bin or pile outside.




  The three-bin system requires forking the compost from one bin to the next to the next. It’s actually a three-year system. You harvest the third year’s compost for your garden as you tend to the second-year bin and add fresh material to the first-year bin.






Town Compost




Municipal composting sites are a source of compost, although you don’t always know what you’re getting. It’s nice to be able to take your yard debris somewhere and know it’s not going into a landfill. But when it comes to taking compost from the site, look for assurance that the pile has cooked well in case any diseased plants had been added to the pile. (I suggest you not use town compost on vegetable gardens just in case.)




Ecological landscape designer Ted Chapman says his city of Newton made 10,000 cubic yards of good quality compost in 2006. “The compost has been tested,” he states, “and best of all it cost only $10 a cubic yard. We prepaid and picked it up in our own vehicle.” To find a town compost site in your area, go to the Massachusetts Department of Environmental Protection’s Bureau of Waste Prevention Web site: www.mass.gov/dep/recycle.







  Good compost is a balance of “browns” and “greens” layered to ensure efficient decomposition and a good mix at the end. The browns are carbon-rich dry materials like straw, sawdust, dry grass clippings, and leaves. The greens are the nitrogen-rich materials like fresh grass clippings, eggshells, fresh manure, kitchen scraps, and human hair. It is possible to have bad compost—compost with diseased plants, weed seeds, or a bad mix of organic material won’t be good for your garden. You can have your compost tested at the same place that tests your soil. Don’t add dairy products and meats to your pile. It’s not that they’re actually bad for the compost, they just take longer to break down and can attract rodents and make your compost smell badly.




  Good compost needs to be managed: aerated and moistened. If it’s not composting properly, the mixture is probably too dry. If it smells it may be too wet.




  Some composting enthusiasts are opposed to turning their piles, claiming that the disturbance inhibits the microbial activity. But Allen Barker, an authority on soil fertility and plant nutrition at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst, says the real goal of mixing materials is to aerate the pile. “Aeration of the pile provides oxygen to microorganisms that help to rot the organic matter,” he says. “If the compost is not turned, it will become anaerobic and decomposition will be by fermentation.” Fermentation processes are slower than the processes that occur in the presence of oxygen. “If you want compost in a relatively short period of time,” says Barker, “you should turn the pile frequently.” Otherwise it may take a year or two for the composting cycle to complete.
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