GARDEN COMPOSTING AND ORGANIC MULCHING
(Second of a three-part series)
By Christine James, Tanta Cove Garden Club, District I
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When you are raking and moving your compost pile, you are also mixing up the partially degraded debris components and insuring that the chemical components will be neither too acidic nor too alkaline.  The compost pile at my home is about 25 Feet by 7 feet and 4 to 5 feet tall.  It produces 20 to 30 wheel barrows full of humus and compost per year.  I use my compost for amending the lawn, filling patio pots and even planters for the house and moving a portion of the pile to obtain a few loads of material

is a great morning workout.

My pile is located in my front yard to one side; it is within view, yet not readily noticeable from the street.  I enjoy seeing people walk by when I am working at the pile and I have mean number of wonderful people in the neighborhood who, like me, enjoy gardening.  It may not be the most beautiful thing to look at, but one can always plant inexpensive shrubs around the perimeter.  I have even seen compost piles disguised by vegetable vines such is pumpkin or watermelon.

As I mentioned in Part 1, (winter issue of The Capital Gardener) composting and mulching go hand in hand and complement each other.  Organic mulch is simply any once living material that can be applied to the garden soil without injury to the plants in order to prevent weed growth by excluding light and increasing water retention.  Organic mulch materials including hay, straw, raked leaves, grass clippings, fir bark, wood chips, barley hulls, peanut shells, chopped corn cobs, chopped corn stalks sawdust and even newspapers.  I use wood chips and grass clippings.  Many tree service companies will deliver a truckload of the stuff to your home at no cost.  If the chips are mixed with lots of chopped green leaves, so much the better, as these will turn tannish-brown like the chips and decompose to benefit the soil.  You may have to take an entire truck load, but wood chips are lightweight and easy to spread.

Many of your neighbors place their bags of green grass clippings at the curb and probably will not mind it if you recycle the material for your garden.  I have made regular trips through the neighborhood for bags and have found that I could fit as many as 20 bags in the trunk and on the seals of my old sedan.  I have had agreements with neighbors as well as lawn services for bags of grass clippings.  Lawn services use heavy plastic bagging which can be reused for multiple garden purposes after being emptied.  Make sure that an herbicide has not recently been applied.

There are many benefits of organic mulching. It will keep the soil moist longer after a rain or manual watering and your plants will grow better, faster, bigger and will be healthier. Some mulches can reduce soil temperature by as much as 30 degrees.  In the fall, when temperatures drop, soil under mulch remains higher, aiding root growth and prolonging the growing period by delaying the freezing of water in the soil.  The exception to this is grass, which, when placed thick enough, may actually increase the temperature of the soil immediately below as it decomposes.
Mulching will prevent or deter weed seed germination.  The act of mulching can actually kill existing small weeds if it is applied to a sufficient depth, so you can choose to mulch instead of weeding and cultivating all area.  Mulching can prevent soil from baking, cracking and eroding and mulch applied in the fall can reduce heaving caused by freeze thaw cycles, thus reducing damage to roots and bulbs while giving your garden a neat and unified appearance.

In the next issue of The Capital Gardener, I tell you how composting and mulching really come together in making a new garden bed.
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