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Many of you know I grew up on a farm. Most of my friends and relatives lived on farms. I don't know of anyone who had a compost pile. But all the fruit and vegetable scraps were "thrown over the fence" where they did decompose and turn back into soil to nurture the pasture. Except at my friend Esther's house, where scraps were always thrown to the hogs who seemed to eat anything - just like in Charlotte's Web.

Then with the ecology movement I began to hear about compost, compost piles and expensive compost containers and compost additives to make your compost "hotter" so it decomposed more quickly. When working on our Scavenger Hunt for young people, which will debut shortly as an activity for Vacation Bible School, Sunday School or Youth Group, it was suggested that we encourage children to compost at home. I spent a long weekend with my first cousin in Michigan recently and helped cut up fruit for a graduation party. All the scraps were added to his compost pile behind the garage. So I began thinking more and more about compost.

I took a vacation from vegetable gardening for several years but since I bought my 3.3 acres three and half years ago I have been trying to reconnect with my roots and grow some of my own food. My methods include wide rows to quickly shade out weeds and mulch to help battle the weeds - mostly crabgrass. I don't mow half my acreage to save on gasoline and time spent mowing it and to give wildlife more habitat. When I have a vegetable that is no longer fit to eat I just fling it into the nature preserve.

As I was planning this column I realized that the vast number of my readers live in an urban environment and have neighbors who would not appreciate having a rotten tomato or two flung into their yard. So I set out to educate myself on compost piles. Next time you have a church event that produces fruit and vegetable scraps see if anyone wants to take them home (along with the coffee grounds) to add to their compost pile.

Compost can contain dry leaves and "wet" scraps from fruits and vegetables. A good ratio is one part green to two parts brown. Leave your yard clippings on your yard where they provide much needed nitrogen. Some people prefer two compost containers so they can turn their compost into the empty container. Turn compost once a week. A third container can hold the finished compost. The container can be as simple as wire mesh fashioned into a cylinder with a piece of plywood on top.

The compost needs some moisture to decompose but too much and it can get smelly. To jumpstart your compost add a shovelful of old compost or garden soil to introduce microbes. You should have compost in about two months. Add the finished compost to gardens and flower beds or use partially finished compost as mulch.

To learn more about compost check with the University of Illinois Extension Service in your area or find information on the internet. Compost is a soil conditioner, mulch and fertilizer all in one. It feeds the soil microorganisms that help plants stay healthy, adds nutrients to the soil. In addition it can help clay soil drain better and sandy soil retain water. Plus, composting reduces your contribution to the waste stream by recycling yard and kitchen waste into the world's best soil amendment.

If you are inspired to start a compost pile or have other compost suggestions please share them using the link below. Learn more about FREE energy audits for all churches in our Presbytery contact me, Laurie. Until next week let's all strive to be good stewards of God's earth.
