
 

 

Bottoms Up 

by Ursula Nanna, Bell County Master Gardener 

 

For your plants to be healthy and beautiful in the seen parts, they have to be healthy and beautiful in the 

unseen parts....beneath the soil. This is where composting enters the picture. Composting is Mother 

Nature's way of recycling the natural nutrients in organic waste into useable nutrition for all plants. It is an 

easy and inexpensive way to improve the soil. Organic matter mixed in with soil breaks down, making our 

clay soils workable and adding nutrients and water-holding capacity to sandy soil. Compost also helps 

balance pH and aerates the soil allowing plants to spread and their roots to breathe. By composting you 

will help save landfill space. If all yard waste was composted, more than 15 million cubic yards...that's 

3,700,000 tractor trailers full per year would not go into our landfills. Compost also reduces the need for 

synthetic fertilizers by allowing the beneficial microorganisms to do their job. 

Yard waste such as leaves, disease-free garden plants, grass clippings and kitchen scraps like fruit and 

vegetable peels, egg shells, coffee grounds with filter paper, and tea bags, are all compostable materials. 

You can build a compost pile using all these ingredients. Do not add cooking oils, meat products, bones, 

fatty foods, and human or animal waste to your compost pile as these may attract unwanted pests or 

cause problems like bad odors down the road. 

 

Composting requires only organic materials, sun, moisture, and air. Mother Nature also provides the 

microbes. You may use one of the many composting bins on the market, plastic bags, or simply pick a 

spot and start your pile. Choose a level site for your compost pile, convenient to the house and yard 

chores. Collect all your organic material starting small, and as material permits keep adding to the pile. 

Coarse materials should be on the bottom as they compost better there. There is no set rule; I just add 

whatever I collect that day. 

 

Keep the compost pile moist, but not wet, so it will be active and the earthworms and microorganisms in 

the soil can begin breaking down the organic material. As you add material add some water. When adding 

raked leaves, pile them up and run the lawn mower over them to break them down for easier composting, 

the smaller pieces will break down more readily.  

 

The best mixture for composting is green material like plant clippings or grass, and brown material like 

leaves. Turn the pile with a pitchfork every few weeks so the pile stays aerated. Don't be anxious, too 

frequent turning inhibits the breakdown of the organic material. The time to the finished product varies 

with the moisture of the materials, the amount of yard waste and the outside temperature. Compost is 

ready when it smells like earth, the organic material is not identifiable, and looks dark and is crumbly. 

Don't rush this process because" HOT " compost can burn plants 

 

There are two basic composting recipes: cold and hot. Cold composting is done by gradually adding 

organic material to the bin or pile and allowing it to compost slowly with little maintenance, it takes about 

6 months to finish. Hot composting is building and actively mixing the pile to produce disease killing 

temperatures of 113 to 160 degrees F. Hot composting yields a finished product within a couple of 

months. An active compost pile will get HOT in the middle as the organisms do their work. For fun, try 

another way to compost, use earth worms! Keep it moist and the worms do all the work. Fun!!! The kids 

love it too. 

 

Add finished compost to your gardens, and potted plants by adding 2 inches of compost and working it 

into your soil. You can also top dress your lawn with ½ inch of compost. You'll do this twice a year as, 

usually spring and fall. In no time at all you'll have workable soil full of earth worms and nutrients that is a 

pleasure to work in. Water it in and you'll see a difference in your plants, vegetables, trees, vines, and 

shrubs in a few weeks.  

 

Now is a good time to start that compost pile, keep it churning as you conserve water, limit synthetic 

fertilizer use, save landfill space, improve your soil, and have beautiful and healthy vegetation.  

 


