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The Garden Fork 
By Mary Nisley, Master Gardener Volunteer 

 
When it's springtime in the garden, my garden fork is the tool I 
reach for most frequently. In this article we will look at what a 
garden fork is, how and when it is used and how it differs from a 
shovel when preparing a garden for planting. 
 
A garden fork is a digging tool with a short (2.5') wooden handle 
with a D end. The fork has four short, sturdy steel tines which are 
often flattened. The short handle makes it convenient to use in 
tight spaces near fences and growing plants. A garden fork differs 
from a pitch fork which usually has a longer handle and round, 
more widely spaced tines. 
 

A garden fork is used by pushing it 
into the soil with your foot, then 
pulling back on the handle to loosen 
or lift the soil. A fork is easier to use 
than a shovel, because rocks 
usually slide between the tines 
whereas the edge of a shovel will 
dent and dull on a rock. Rocky soil 
can be loosened more deeply with a 
fork than a shovel. 
 
A fork is also much kinder to the soil than a shovel. A shovel 
blade compacts soil as it is lifted, but soil drops between the tines 
of a fork, so the soil stays loose and fluffy, easy for roots and 
water to penetrate. If the soil is already compacted, a fork works 
much like a shovel, lifting a compacted lump. Then you can beat 
the lump with the fork to break it up. 
 
With a fork, you can loosen soil and mix in amendments without 
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destroying the structure of the soil. The fork leaves behind small clumps natural to the structure 
of soil. I fork each area just before planting to eliminate any sprouting weeds. In the community 
gardens, which are plowed in late March, forking also breaks up the hard compacted area left in 
the plow's tracks. 
A shovel works better than a fork in a couple situations. I use a shovel when soil needs to be 
dug and moved, for example, when I'm digging a trench to plant potatoes. A shovel blade is also 
useful for cutting – to edge sod or to cut through roots when I'm trying to keep the raspberry 
runners under control. 
 
Garden forks come in two varieties, lighter and cheaper, and heavier and more expensive. I've 
used both and prefer a lighter fork because it weighs less so it's less tiring. The heavier forks 
are sturdier, and their tines are less likely to get bent when prying out a rock. 
 
I highly recommend using a garden fork when preparing your garden for planting. Your plants 
will thank you. 

 
 

 
THROUGH THE HEDGEROW 

By Sue Grumet, Master Gardener Volunteer 

 
Sue has enjoyed some time away from writing this month, but will join us again next month to 
share more of her views “through the hedgerow”.  
 
 
 
 

Composting in Autumn and Winter 
By Joyce Tomaselli, Community Horticulture Educator 

 

What? Doesn’t composting need heat? Actually it does. And although there’s less heat 
available, we can still recycle organic materials in cold weather.   
 
Many of us compost in the Summer, but stop during the colder months. We shouldn’t.  
Whatever composting approach used, even when the weather gets cold, decomposition can 
continue.  Composting is managed 
decomposition. All organic matter decomposes 
eventually, but we can make it happen more 
quickly. 
 
Spring and Summer are the best times to use a 
"hot composting" approach. A careful combination 
of materials, air and water in a large enough pile 
causes it to heat up. When temperatures reach 
141-155 F weed seeds and disease pathogens 
die. The heat helps the materials break down more quickly too. With repeated turning, finished 
compost can be ready to use in your garden in several weeks or a few months. 
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A more casual approach still works well enough in warm weather.  Materials are put into a pile. 
Nature waters it now and then. The pile is not turned. Eventually, after a year or two, in the 
bottom of the pile you’ll find compost ready to use in your garden. (NOTE: While this approach 
does create compost, it does not kill weed seeds or disease causing pathogens. You can avoid 
problems by not putting any diseased or weed seedy materials in the pile.)  
 
But what about composting in cold weather? An excellent opportunity is recycling leaves. I 
usually stop mowing my lawn in late September. In October when all the leaves have fallen, I 
use the mower to chop the leaves along with the longish grass and put it all in a compost bin. 
The grass clippings are high in nitrogen, the leaves are high in carbon and the material is in 
small pieces so it starts decomposing quickly. I often see steam rising from the compost bin for 
the next week or two, and have beautiful material to use in the garden in Spring.    
 

 

 
 
 
 

 
When I clean up my perennial gardens in the 
Autumn, all the debris goes into a big heap. The 
C:N ratio of garden materials is ideal. The 
pieces are fairly large. It will take a year or two 
for them to break down. In the spring I push 
these materials off the top to continue 
composting and use the finished compost 
underneath from previous years. 
 
Autumn is a good time too, to stockpile “browns” 
(e.g. leaves, woodchips and shredded paper) to 
use when composting “greens” (vegetable and 
fruit waste) throughout the year. 

On the left, finished compost originally collected in October 2012. On the right, chopped 
leaves and grass clippings from this past October. 
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Key to this year-round managed decomposition are the micro- and macro-organisms. In all 
composting, decomposer microorganisms (bacteria, fungi and mold) start the process. Then 
shredders and grazer microorganisms (protozoa and nematodes), and finally invertebrates such 
as centipedes, millipedes, beetles and earthworms join in. Although these organisms are most 
active throughout the pile in Summer, they are still active much of the Winter in the center of the 
pile which stays warmer than the outside.   
 
Of course if you’re practicing vermicomposting with red wigglers, you can do it year-round since 
the worms are inside where it’s warm! 
 
An enormous amount of our solid waste is organic and can be composted. In Dutchess County 
the estimate is 58%. Throughout the year, even in Winter, we can remove organic materials 
from our solid waste stream by composting. Why pay to haul away "garbage" which can be 
turned into an excellent soil enhancement?  
 

Click here for a Fact Sheet from CCE Tompkins County with tips on optimizing composting 
during the Winter Months.   
 
 

   
 
 

Firewood and Invasive Insects 

Don't Move Firewood - You Could be Killing Our Trees! 
  
Please be mindful. Due to the spread of the Emerald Ash Borer and other harmful insects, a 
regulation from the DEC is in effect that prohibits the import of firewood into New York unless it 
has been heat treated to kill pests.  The regulation 
also limits the transportation of untreated firewood to 
less than 50 miles from its source. Quarantines exist 
which further restrict firewood transportation. The DEC 
Emerald Ash Borer quarantine area now includes 
Dutchess County.  Click here for more information on 
the quarantine.     
 
By transporting firewood, you could be spreading 
diseases and invasive insects that can quickly kill 
large numbers of trees.  
 
Help Stop the Spread. 

 It is best to leave all firewood at home - please 
do not bring it to campgrounds or parks. 

 Get your firewood at the campground or from a 
local vendor - ask for a receipt or label that has 
the firewood's local source. 

Click here for more information on firewood 
regulations.   

 
 

http://ccetompkins.org/sites/all/files/158/Winter%20Composting.pdf
http://www.dec.ny.gov/animals/47761.html
http://www.dec.ny.gov/animals/28722.html
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UPCOMING EVENTS 
 

Saturday, May 3, , Hudson Valley Garden Fair 2014 Montgomery Place, 25 Gardeners Way, 
Red hook, NY. Presented by the Hudson Valley Garden Association. Vendor applications are 
due by February 1, 2014. Tickets go on sale April 1. For more information, visit 
www.hvgardenfair.com 

 
Check out http://www.hvgardencalendar.com for more events 

 
 

              
WEBSITES TO VISIT  

 2014 Selected List of Vegetable Varieties for Gardeners in New York State  

 2014 All American Selection Winners 

 2014 National Garden Bureau’s New Varieties 

 Cornell University Growing Guides to help you plan for spring 

 CCE Tompkins County Fact Sheet on Winter Composting 

 Westchester “Leaves: Love’Em andLeave’Em” project  
 
 
 

 
PLANT ID QUIZ 

                               
 

 
These are seed pods of Aconitum 
carmichaelii, or Monkshood, which thrives in 
rich, moist, well-drained soil and bares dark 
blue blooms in September. All parts of the 
plant are poisonous so it is high on the list of 
“deer, groundhog, squirrel and chipmunk 
resistant”.  
 

 
These blue berries look tasty but so far, 
both birds and deer have left them alone. 
Do you know what this shrub is?    

       
 

http://www.hvgardenfair.com/
http://www.hvgardencalendar.com/
http://blogs.cornell.edu/horticulture/files/2011/11/Vegetable-Varieties-list-2014-1yz85gf.pdf
http://www.all-americaselections.org/
http://www.ngb.org/varieties/
http://blogs.cornell.edu/horticulture/about/basic-gardening-info/garden-growing-guides/
http://ccetompkins.org/sites/all/files/158/Winter%20Composting.pdf
http://www.irvingtonny.gov/index.aspx?NID=228
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Need Soil pH Testing? Need Lawn or Plant Diagnosis? 
Have any gardening questions? 

 
The Horticulture Hotline, (845) 677-5067 has closed for the year. Samples for identification or 
diagnosis can be submitted all year long. Visit our Horticulture Diagnostic Lab website for 
reliable resources and information on our services. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
HELP SPREAD THE DIRT! Please forward a copy to anyone you think might be interested. To 
be added or removed from our e-mail list, or submit upcoming gardening events, contact Nancy 
Halas at nh26@cornell.edu, www.ccedutchess.org.  
 

 

 
 
 
Websites mentioned in Dutchess Dirt are provided as a courtesy to our readers. Mention of these websites does not imply 
endorsement by Cornell University, Cornell Cooperative Extension or by the author.  
 

 

  

 

Cornell Cooperative Extension Dutchess County provides equal program and employment opportunities. 

The programs provided by this agency are partially funded by monies received from the County of Dutchess 

http://ccedutchess.org/gardening/community-horticulture/horticulture-diagnostic-lab-hotline.php
mailto:nh26@cornell.edu
http://www.ccedutchess.org/

