
        By Rosey Taylor*, Master Gardener Volunteer 

Autumn is the season of falling leaves. Most people think of leaves as another tiresome job. Gardeners think 
of leaves as a fresh supply of "food" for their gardens. There was an avid gardener who would travel around 
the City of Watertown collecting bags of leaves that people put on the curb. He would fill his small pickup 
truck and come back later for bags he couldn't fit in. His gardens were filled with the most beautiful 
perennials and vegetables! He used leaf mold to condition his soil.  
 
Think about the forest floor, all that rich organic FREE "black gold"! If you have lots of leaves to deal with, 
compost them into leaf mold. It takes little effort, but provides great rewards. Leaf mold is partially 
decomposed with visible bits and pieces of the leaves in the finished product.   
 
You can cash in on this free material by creating it yourself. Copy nature's forest floor. Pile up leaves and wait 
for them to decompose. If you shred up the leaves into smaller pieces, the process takes less time. This is 
easily done with the help of your lawn mower. Simply rake the leaves into rows and run over them. Move the 
shredded leaves to an easily constructed enclosure using a few feet of chicken wire or snow fence that allows 
air to help in the process of decomposition. When you see the pile shrink, you will know that the process is 
working.   
 
Instructions:   
 Gather together a sledge hammer, leaf rake, digging fork, 

wheelbarrow, your lawn mower, a roll of chicken wire, three or 
four metal fence posts, and a good size pile of dead leaves.  

 

 Set up the chicken wire in a circle about three feet across. Pound 
three or four fence posts in to keep it from tipping over.   

 

 Rake the leaves into a pile and mow over them. Try to keep the leaves fluffed up when you load them 
into the wire enclosure – air flowing through the pile promotes better composting. The shredded leaves 
will compost well especially if you add water. 

 

 In the late spring you should have a treasure of leaf mold. It improves soil texture, keeps the soil loose 
and absorbs water easier. You will find that earth worms are making a home in your leaf compost.  
Worms are a bonus by eating the decaying leaves and leaving nutrient-rich castings throughout the soil.   

 

 Spread leaf mold on top of bare soil as an organic mulch to discourage unwanted weeds and provide your 
plants with nutrients. You will be delighted with the results!   

 
*Rosey gardens with her horses in Rodman. 
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Contact us for more information at 315-788-8450  

or jefferson@cornell.edu. 
 

Visit our website at www.ccejefferson.org. 
 

Find us on Facebook at: 

Cornell Cooperative Extension of Jefferson County  

and Jefferson County, NY 4H  


