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                   Composting - Hot or Not? 
Some of you may have read my essay on composting or seen a post where I 
talked about the way I compost. While I have mentioned many times that there 
are lots of ways to make compost, they all fall into just two  basic categories, 
either “Fast and Hot” or “Cool and Slow”. I tend to write from personal 
experience and so perhaps I neglect to discuss other options. In the interest of 
fairness, I hope to explain the pros and cons of the two schools.  
 
If you are new to composting, you may have no idea where to begin or what 
method may be best for you. You have probably heard or read over and over 
that compost is good for the soil. It is, but why? For that answer it is helpful to 
know a few things about soil. 
 
 When is soil not dirt? The way I look at it, dirt is devoid of organic matter. It is 
the mineral component,  or the portion of the earth that has weathered out from 
the rock that forms the earth’s crust. When organic matter from plants and 
animals is mixed in with dirt it becomes soil. The important thing to understand 
about healthy soil is that it is teeming with life. Soil is a combination of minerals, 
organic matter like leaves and twigs, and grass, and living organisms. All of 
these components are necessary to make up soil. Soil is an ecosystem, and all 
parts of that system are important. The organisms that make up soil consist of 
bacteria, fungi, protozoa, micro animals, and some larger animals like 
earthworms. To feed those organisms requires organic matter in the form of 
dead plants, animal waste, and dead animals. The plants grow and complete 
their life cycles and fall to the earth as leaves or the bodies of the plants 
themselves. Some are consumed by animals like cattle, rabbits, deer, birds, and 
their waste is added to the mix in the form of manure, and even their bodies when 
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they die. The process of building soil is a slow process and takes years and 
years, even decades to build up the soil. Once the soil is in place it supports the 
growth of more plants and animals both above and below the surface and the 
cycle continues and becomes what we call an ecosystem. That is a system that 
forms a self-supporting cycle of life. 
 
When we compost, we are gathering up a large quantity of organic matter and 
providing the conditions that are optimal for decomposition. In nature the 
decomposition is carried out by a various organisms in succession. Each group 
of organisms breaks down the organic material to a certain point and the next 
group of organisms picks up the process where the other left off, consuming a 
portion of the material and depositing some form of waste, which the next group 
of organisms in succession picks up until all the material is consumed and 
converted into waste. That waste in the form of nitrogen compounds, 
phosphorus, and potassium along with all the other micronutrients are then used 
by plants to grow and the cycle continues. In addition to nutrients compost also 
improves the ability of the soil to hold moisture and resist compacting.  
 
The decomposition process is carried out by all sorts of organisms, but the lion’s 
share of decomposition is carried out by bacteria. There are two groups of 
bacteria that are the most important to us composters, mesophilic bacteria, and 
thermophilic bacteria. Mesophilic bacteria are most active at temperatures 
between 50˚F and 113˚F, and thermophilic bacteria are most active between 
113˚F and 158˚F.  
 
To make compost we provide the materials and conditions that are conducive to 
decomposition. How we go about it will determine if it is occurs fast and hot or 
cool and slow.  
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From a practical aspect your needs in terms of the size of your garden, your 
location, physical ability, availability of materials and space will probably 
determine which method you use. The first thing to decide is how much compost 
do you need? Compost provides virtually all of the fertility required to maintain 
my garden. I use commercial fertilizers as a supplement to some of my heavy 
feeding crops, but it is not essential. I require a little over a cubic yard of 
compost each year to be able to add about 3” to every bed. I apply this compost 
in two increments of about 1 ½” in the late summer prior to planting the fall 
garden, and again in the late winter when preparing for the spring garden.  
 
Once you know about how much compost you will need you have to decide which 
materials you will use to build your compost. Many people like to use kitchen 
waste, yard waste is another popular choice. This can include grass clippings, 
leaves and even tree trimmings if you have a chipper capable of reducing limbs 
to small chips. If you have cattle, goats, rabbits, sheep, or chickens their manure 
is good source of nitrogen. 
 
Finding enough material to compost may prove to be harder than you might think 
especially for urban gardeners, and availability of materials may influence the 
way you make compost. There are pros and cons to both schools. To make 
compost hot and fast you need to be more precise in the ratio of carbon to 
nitrogen. The correct ratio is between 25 to 1 and 30 to 1, carbon to nitrogen. 
This ratio is necessary to cause the compost to heat up quickly and reach a 
temperature of about 160˚F. This ratio is not important when using the slow 
and cool method. To use the hot and fast method you need to mix the entire 
batch of compost at once. This makes the hot and fast method a poor choice if 
using kitchen waste is a priority unless you have some way of storing it. Things 
like coffee grounds and eggshells are pretty easy to store. We store eggshells in 
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a Ziploc bag in the freezer. Coffee grounds can be stored in a large Tupperware 
container in the refrigerator. If you are using the slow and cool method, you can 
just throw it on the pile as it accumulates.  The  hot and fast method requires 
more attention, and it requires the material to have access to air or more 
precisely to oxygen, so that means turning it more often. This makes tumbler 
type composters popular for those using the hot and fast method because they 
make it easier to turn the compost frequently. I turn my compost every day. 
Traditional compost bins are popular for the slow and cool method or even just a 
pile in a far corner of the garden or a circle formed from wire fencing to prevent 
the wind from blowing loose materials away in a West Texas windstorm.  Urban 
gardeners may find a tumbler works best especially if they have limited space. 
The hot and fast method consumes a little more nitrogen in the process, but the 
slow and cool method has it leached away in the rain and weather.  The slow and 
cool method usually takes more room, and the pile has to stay for 6 months up 
to two years. Because it takes so long the slow cool method requires that you 
make more compost so that once you have the first batch made you have enough 
to supply your needs until the next batch is ready.  The slow and cool method is 
handy for those using kitchen waste, but the smell can be an issue in an urban 
environment, and it will attract all manner of critters if you are in a rural setting, 
making an open pile problematic. There are ways to work around these 
problems, but you may have to think outside the box or perhaps in the box lined 
with hardware cloth!.  
 
In my urban garden and yard, I have an abundance of  leaves but not much green 
or nitrogen material. I store the leaves in a big wooden bin, and I use alfalfa 
pellets for the nitrogen component. The smaller the material is the faster it will 
compost so avoid big chunks. I use a leaf shredder to shred the leaves before 
placing them in the tumbler. This also reduces the volume that the leaves take up. 
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The alfalfa pellets are already small, and they tend to fall apart when they get 
wet. After my compost is finished and I have let it dry out I grind it once more 
using a small electric shredder / chipper. Then I bag it to store it until I am ready 
to use it. 
 
You can use the hot and fast method without a tumbler, but most folks are not up 
to the task! In order to make compost using the hot and fast method, you have 
to have the carbon to nitrogen ratio correct, the compost must be kept moist at 
all times, and it must be turned very frequently to keep all the material exposed 
to oxygen. Turning it frequently is the biggest deterrent. Damp compost is 
heavy, and most people don’t have the energy or physical ability to turn the pile 
often enough. If you have access to a front-end loader or other heavy 
equipment, then that is less of a problem. 
 
Last but not least, I recommend you get a good composting book. My favorite is 
Rodale Book of Composting. It has over 250 pages of information on 
composting and is my go-to source for composting information. It covers every 
aspect of composting and has lot of ideas on materials and methods.   
 
  
 
 
 


