Love Your Garden? Compost!
(Reprinted from Arborvitae, Reeves-Reed Arboretum newsletter, February-March 2006)
Looking for the secret formula to a lush garden? Try compost.

That’s right. Each year we spend countless dollars on sprays, fertilizers and garden enhancers,
but in reality, the best nourishment for your garden is probably sitting at the bottom of your trash
can. Sure getting started takes some time and planning, but once you’ve created a composting
area, it’s easy, not to mention environmentally sound. Give it a try, and send us your feedback as
well as any additional tips.

Getting Started:

There are five characteristics to a healthy
compost pile: Size, Surface Area, Composition,
Water, and Air. Attention to these details will
ensure success. Here’s what you need to look
for.

SIZE: Looking for the quickest approach?
Purchase pre-assembled plastic bins. They
come in all sizes and can be purchased online or
at home and garden centers. If you are doing
the designing, make sure the area measures as
least 3°x3’x3’ and no larger than 5’x5°x5’. If it
is too small, it won’t get hot enough and
anything larger will be difficult to turn.
Depending on your space, the area can be open
air or created using wooden fencing or boards.
Cover the top with mesh and the bottom with black plastic tarp to hold in the heat.

Compost...because a rind is a terrible
thing to waste!
http://compost.css.cornell.edu/Food
Compostpr.html

SURFACE AREA: It is best to chop compost into pieces measuring 1” to 2”. This provides a
lot of surface area and allows air to circulate and speeds up the time it takes for compost to
finish.

COMPOSITION: Collect materials high in nitrogen and carbon. These are typically “greens”
and “browns.” Alternate the layers starting with “browns.” Mix the layers as you build the pile.
Avoid meats, fats, dairy products, bones, dog and cat feces, crab grass, quack grass, weeds with
mature seeds, diseased plants, and plants that have been treated with chemicals. (See list of
Greens and Browns at the end of this article.)

WATER: Add just enough water to each layer of your pile as you build it so that it’s as wet as a
wrung-out sponge. A pile that is too wet will smell bad, and one that’s too dry will take longer
to decompose.



AIR: Increase the airflow from the bottom of your pile by turning the soil where the pile is to be
placed and/or by building it over branches, wire mesh or a wooden pallet. Add more air by
turning it when the internal temperature reaches 140° F. In warm weather, turn the pile at least
once a week with a garden fork or an aeration tool. Finished compost will not heat above 110°F
and it will have shrunk to half of its original size. It can take as little as a month in the ideal
conditions for results:

GREENS:

alfalfa pellets, apples and peels, artichokes, asparagus stalks, bananas and peels, beans, beet tops,
berries, broccoli, carrots and tops, celery citrus fruit and rinds, coffee grounds, pears, pet hair,
food scraps, (non meat scraps only), cucumbers, peas, garden waste (overgrown vegetables),
grass clippings (no pesticides), moldy food (no meat, fat, cheese or bones), onions and skins,
grapefruit, green leaves, spent hops, human hair, grapes, lettuce, manure (herbivores only),
melons, pineapples, pond algae, potatoes and peels, pumpkins, squash, recycled water from
cleaning fish tanks, weeds without mature seeds.

BROWNS:

Shredded paper, eggshells, sunflower stalks, end-of-season annual plants, straw, saw dust (small
amounts) cotton string, oats, cabbage and broccoli stalks, grain hulls, tissue, cardboard cores
(toilet paper & paper towels), wool, autumn leaves, dryer lint, lawn thatch, turnips, peanut husks,
stalks from perennial plants, chipped branches, vacuum cleaner sweepings, coffee filters, corn
cobs, cornstalks, cotton, landscape trimming, paper towels.
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