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Mother Nature’s Mulch   by Carol Sobczak

   

As the temperature cools, the leaves are starting to fall.  
Walks in the woods yield a refreshingly mind bathing scent, 
that of bacteria and fungi, insects and animals at work 
breaking down what falls to the ground.  Can you imagine 
what the surface of the earth would look like if all the 
detriment remained on top of the soil?  Decomposition is a 
necessary and rather complicated process.

I’ve used leaves for composting and mulching for a long 
time, but never approached it as a sustainable source of 
mulch until recently.  I got serious!  If you google “leaf 
mulch” the internet provides a lot of educational and many 
homemade videos of the process of mulching leaves.  There 
are considerations such as how to gather leaves, where to 
save piles of them, to shred or not to shred and the proper 
way to jump start the decomposition process.  Start with 
carbon, nitrogen and oxygen with a dose of hydrogen.

What works for me are the proper tools and materials:  a 
garbage can on wheels, a large rake, snow shovel, black 
plastic bags to fit your garbage can, a bungee cord and 
water source.  Secure a plastic bag in the container with a 
bungee cord, the leaves get heavy and pull the bag down.  
Get the air out of the space in the can by poking about 4 
holes in the bag near the top.  This eliminates the balloon 
effect and allows the bag to fill the can completely.  (I store 
additional bags at the bottom for the convenience of re-
bagging.)

The preparation begins with the final grass mowing of 
the season.  The grass and leaf mixture is saved either to 
my compost bins or into bags depending on the ratio of 
leaves to grass. The carbon of the leaves and nitrogen of 
the green grass needs to be in a ratio of approximately 3:1 
to break down efficiently.  After that, as the leaves fall they 
are collected into piles.  I tend to stand in one spot and rake 
in a reachable circle around me.  These piles are collected 
and completely fill each bag.  Add water until the leaves 
are saturated.  Close the top of the bag, poke another set 
of holes near the top for oxygen and let the decomposition 
begin.

What about the snow shovel?  It’s great for picking up 

leaves on solid surfaces and using like tongs with the rake.  
Large clumps of leaves go right into the container.  A gizmo 
like a piece of board or plastic with a handle works to press 
the leaves firmly into the container, but the snow shovel 
can do this, too.  Chopping leaves with a lawn mower helps 
them decompose more quickly and thoroughly, but is not 
necessary for a useable product.  Any partially decomposed 
leaves are mixed in with the rest of the mulch when spread.  
For convenience, I stack the bags where they will stay for 
winter before adding water because the water makes them 
heavy and somewhat sloshy to otherwise move.  Some 
of the bags are placed around potted plants for winter 
protection and insulation. Others are piled where weeds 
need suppressing like where a new garden patch is to be 
started.  Still more are placed where they will be spread 
next summer.  If you don’t have enough leaves, gather 
them from your neighbors who put leaves at the curb.  

In the mindset of Reduce, Reuse and Recycle, using 
leaves for mulch saves space in garbage landfills,  trash 
transportation dollars and provides a natural, native food 
for our gardens.  Even the plastic bags can be re-used for 
another collection season.  The fresh air and exercise can’t 
hurt either!


