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“Optimizing Your Soil Health” 
 

Stacey Murphy 
 

Marjory: Hello and welcome to the Home Grown Food Summit. This is Marjory 
Wildcraft, your host and guide. In our previous summits, we got a lot 
of feedback from people saying, "Could we get more presentations 
on soil?" There were even a lot of great suggestions for presenters 
that people wanted to see, and Stacey's name kept coming up. We 
have to admit, Stacey's awesome. 

 Stacey's superpower is packing vegetables and herbs into tight 
spaces, and I literally mean tons. She's helped thousands of gardeners 
from five different continents, helped grow organic food. She also 
founded BK Farmyards, which is a cooperative of urban farmers in 
Brooklyn. Stacey herself is a recovering engineer and architect. She's 
been featured on Martha Stewart Radio, PBS Online, and once 
appeared on the David Letterman Show with a giant radish.  

 Stacey writes children's books, too. Her first book, My Dinosaur Ate 
My Broccoli, is a loose autobiography of growing up on her mom's 
garden, so Stacey's been doing this a long time. Hey, a little-known 
fact about Stacey ... I didn't even know this and I've got to talk to her 
about it ... she used to race some cars for a living. At the end, Stacey 
has a real challenge for you, which I think you're going to enjoy. So, at 
the end of this presentation, we'll show you the garden challenge 
that she has coming up. 

 Here's Stacey talking about soil. If you're going to participate in that 
garden challenge, you're going to need good soil. 

Stacey: Well, hello and welcome. Stacey: here. I am here to speak on behalf 
of our soil. A lot of people think about it like a noun or an object, 
because we can hold it in our hand, but that couldn't be farther from 
the truth. Soil is a verb. It is very much alive. When we're walking on 
the ground, it feels so solid under our feet, and we think about it as 
this object; but the reality, if we could look at it up close and personal 
and really dive in there, is that this soil is teeming with activity, and 
that's the way that we want it in order to get thriving vegetables and 
herbs out of our gardens. 

 Now I've taught thousands of growers all around the world how to 
get the most out of their gardens, and that means starting with the 
soil. With my students, I don't even talk about plants until they 
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understand the importance of the soil biology. Now, this year I'm 
hosting a 40-day garden challenge, and I'm challenging people to 
grow $400 worth of vegetables and herbs in 40 days, even if all you 
have is less than a hundred square feet and maybe an hour a week. 
The only way that you can do that is if you're feeding the soil. 

 Now, speaking of food, our food is estimated that 95% of it comes 
from our soil, and so that food on our plate, have you ever wondered 
where all of the important nutrients are coming from? They're 
essentially coming from the soil through the plant and into our 
bodies. Nutrient-dense food is only possible when your soil it nutrient-
rich. That's one of the biggest reasons why we care so much about 
building soil biology. 

 All right. What I'll be focusing on in this video are the soil essentials, 
the basic building blocks that you need to know. What is soil, and 
what can it tell us about working in partnership with soil to produce 
thriving vegetable and herb gardens? That's the lens that I often look 
through, because that's what I grow, so keep that in mind when 
you're watching this video. Not only are we building a nutrient bank 
for ourselves so that we can grow healthy food, but we're producing 
a nutrient back so that future generations can continue to grow 
healthy food so that their well-being is also associated with the soil. I 
want you to feel that your health is intimately connected to your soil 
by the end of this video. Let's get started. 

 Now, in this short presentation I can't tell you everything you need to 
know about soil, so my hope is to give you a basic understanding of 
what soil is and some tips to you ensure your soil is healthy. At the 
end of this presentation I'll invite you to check out more information 
about how you might become a soil superstar and grow $400 worth 
of vegetables and herbs in 40 days in less than a hundred square feet. 
It's easier than you think if you focus on the soil life.  

 Here's the agenda for today. First, I'm going to make you a soil 
superhero and a soil fanatic. We're going to talk about why soil's so 
important, what it is, what you can learn about your soil by knowing 
what it is, and then how you can work in partnership with your soil 
and all of the soil biology. Then, once I make you a complete soil 
fanatic, we're going to also cover what to do when you don't have 
any soil.  

 The first question that I get a lot is, why is soil so important? I've 
already hinted at this in the intro. Soils are the basis of human life. It's 
estimated that 95% of our food comes from the soil ecosystem. 
Indeed, this is why most of us are interested in soil, because we want 
to grow our own food and medicine. It's impossible to really tell you 
why soil is so important before I tell you what the heck soil is. 
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 I have heard dozens of definitions for soil. Soil is our life support 
system. Soil is the gut of your garden. Soil is the thin-living skin of the 
Earth. The reason that there are so many definitions is because soil 
does so much for us. This is why you should really care about soil, is 
that it provides all the necessary nutrients to your crops that you're 
growing. It provides support and root anchorage, so it is the structure 
that your roots depend on. 

 It provides water and oxygen to your plant roots, especially through 
microorganisms, and we're going to talk a lot about those today. I like 
to think about them as 'the league of underground micro heroes.' All 
of the soil, it acts as nature's recycling system so nutrients can be 
used again and again. Of course, soil sequesters carbon and promotes 
biodiversity. It's so important to our planet. That's why there are so 
many definitions for soil. 

 The working definition that I'm going to use for this presentation is 
that soil is a mixture of mineral and organic material capable of 
supporting life. My homework for you is that, after you watch this 
video, I want you to post your definition of soil below this video in the 
comment section; so, you can be ready for that homework at the end 
of the video. 

 All right. One of the first questions people ask is, where does soil 
come from? Before we can understand what soil is, we have to 
understand where it comes from. Essentially where it comes from is 
from the bedrock well below the Earth's surface. This is any form of 
rock on the planet Earth. It could be igneous, sedimentary, or 
metamorphic, and it may have worked its way through to the topsoil. 
We call all of this material parent material.  

 That's where your soil is coming from. You have this bedrock deep 
below the Earth's surface, and then basically, depending on your local 
topography, the age of your soil, your climate, and your local 
vegetation, all of that weathers and breaks down all of that bedrock 
and starts to push that material to the surface of the Earth, where it 
gets mixed in with all the local vegetation and it breaks down into 
organic pieces. That's where topsoil is coming from. 

 Soil essential number one in knowing what our soil is all about and 
how to work with it: I want you to think about your soil as spaces and 
solids. When we look at soil, it looks like a thing. It doesn't look like it 
has space, but it does. Look at this. It's got 50% spaces and 50% solids. 
Those 50% spaces are very important. They are composed of air and 
water. Then the other 50%, the solids, are composed of those mineral 
particles that come from that underground bedrock and then 5% 
organic matter, which is going to be very particular to your local area 
and whatever you're adding to your soil. 
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 When we think about this, I want you to think about this 50% of space 
as being so important, so vital. When you think about your crops, one 
of the things that can happen is, if you step on your soil, you compact 
those spaces and the plant roots have nowhere to go. They can't get 
their water. So, what I want you to take away from this first soil 
essential is to avoid walking on your soil. Avoid anything that's going 
to compact your soil. You want to keep just 50% air and water 
mixture. 

 Another thing to learn from this soil essential, that your soil is 50% 
spaces, is that you can waterlog your crops. If you dump a whole lot 
of water into your crops, they fill up all those air spaces. It's not that 
your crops waterlog and die. It's not that they drown. It's actually 
that they suffocate, because there's no air spaces. 

 Let's talk about the next soil essential. We're going to move into that 
5% organic matter that is critical to your soil's productivity. The soil 
essential number two is that organic matter, 5% at least of organic 
matter, is critical to the health of your soil. This is the basis for organic 
gardening. This is where the term organic gardening came from.  

 What is organic matter? Organic matter is composed of three things: 
the living, the dead, and the very dead. In the living category, you 
have your root systems; you have microorganisms, which you can't 
see; and macroorganisms like beetles and earthworms, which you can 
see. Then you have the dead. You have all of your decaying things 
that have fallen to the ground, residues that you may have cut from 
your crops and have mulched, and then any manures, dead insects, all 
of these things. Then you have the very dead. This is where things get 
really broken down into finely pulverized particles, and this is what's 
called humus. This is a very broken down, stable, nutrient-rich 
composition. 

 What you can gather from this is that, yes, your soil is alive, and I've 
been talking about this since the start of the video. We want to keep 
our soil as alive and biologically active as possible, and I'll show why in 
just a minute. Good soil, remember, is at least 5% organic matter. 
What does all of this soil biology need to survive? Well, like us, it 
needs air, water, and food. It that food, what basically the 
microorganisms are feeding on are the dead things in the soil; so, all 
of those dead things are important: the decaying plant roots, the 
dead insects, the carbon plant residues, and those manures.  

 Essentially what we're doing is we're feeding the soil. It's not about 
feeding our plants when we're gardening. Our plants don't need 
nutrients. Our soil needs to be fed so that those microorganisms can 
deliver nutrients to our plants. There's a book that recently I wrote, 
called My Dinosaur Farted in My Greenhouse, and this is an image 
from that book. There's a symbiotic relationship between plants, soil 
life, and gardeners. 
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 Plants are receiving sunlight and carbon dioxide and they're 
transforming that through photosynthesis into sugars and oxygen. 
Those plants are sending those sugars into the roots. The 
microorganisms are receiving those sugars and then they're feeding 
the plants nutrients that they need. In this image, basically what I was 
showing was that the fungal networks: the mycorrhizae, the fungi in 
the soil, are handing these nutrients to these pea roots. They're 
handing phosphorus, and potassium, and calcium, and this is all from 
things like feasting on worm poop. So, basically this is what's going 
on in our soil.  

 Then, basically, as humans and as gardeners what we're doing is 
we're providing water to help those nutrients become available to 
the soil biology so that they can make those nutrients available to the 
plants. Then what we're also doing is we're eating the plants and 
then we're creating more organic matter to feed back into the soil. 
So, essentially what this says to me, this symbiotic relationship 
between plants, sort of like the gardeners, is that we are soil. Soil is a 
verb. It is alive. It is a process and we are a part of that process, so we 
cannot separate ourselves from the health of our soil. That's really 
what I want you to take away from this presentation if you were to 
take away just one thing: that soil is a living process, and we are 
indeed soil. 

 When you think about the definition that I said earlier, that soil is the 
gut of our garden, it's very similar to our guts, where we eat our 
plants. Let's say we eat our food, and then basically our gut bacteria 
is breaking down all of those things and making sure that we have 
healthy organ function and healthy brain function. That's the same 
thing that's going on in the soil, so this is why people talk about the 
soil as being the gut of the garden. 

 Now that we know that it is the soil biology that feeds nutrients to 
our crops, what do we do? How do we practically apply this 
knowledge? Well, compost is critical in our gardens, and it can be 
applied as a finely broken down, finished compost or as a mulch that 
breaks down in place. Both of these options are slow-release 
formulas. They increase soil biology. They improve the water 
retention of our soil and make nutrients available over the course of 
the whole season.  

 I keep mentioning these nutrients. What are the nutrients our plants 
need to thrive? First of all, there are macronutrients. These are 
nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium. This is where the term NPK 
comes from. Sometimes you'll see on a bag of fertilizer something 
that says 0-10-0, and those are the amounts of each of those 
nutrients, NPK, in that order. If you're just getting started gardening, I 
would recommend steering clear of these fertilizers labeled with NPK 
numbers and opting for a more holistic approach. Go for the well-
rounded compost, which also includes some of the additional 
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secondary and micronutrients that your plants need to thrive as well. 
It's really important for your plants to get this full spectrum of 
nutrients. 

 Now, I mentioned challenging myself to grow $400 worth of 
vegetables and herbs in 40 days. I didn't do it by adding fertilizers. I 
did it by creating an awesome habitat for the exact kind of soil 
biology I wanted. How did I do that? Well, for first-time growers, 
here's the recipe to have a thriving vegetable and herb garden: first, 
you want to add two inches of compost each season, and I say 'plant-
based' here. I'll explain more in a moment why. Yes, you can apply 
one inch at the start of the season and another inch later in the 
season I you like, two inches total each season.  

 Then add a quarter inch of vermicompost each season as optional. 
Vermicompost is organic waste broken down by worms. Farm trials 
have shown that bacteria inside of the worm poop boosts the 
immunity of your plants, make them less susceptible to pests and 
diseases, which is exactly what the good bacteria in our gut does for 
us, too. If it is available locally and sustainably, then you may want to 
add a quarter inch of biochar your first season. It can last forever in 
your soil, so you don't have to keep adding it each season. This video 
is much too short to explain biochar, but imagine it like a coral reef 
with near-infinite edges for billions of microorganisms to park in your 
garden and do all the important work of getting nutrients to your 
plants.  

 Now, that's a great recipe to get thriving vegetable and herb plants. 
Stay tuned for the end of this video, where I talk about one more 
ingredient that you might want to add. 

 In my longer classes I teach how to know which nutrients are 
available for your plants and what you may need to do to bring your 
soil back into balance if it's out of balance. There's just not enough 
time to talk about it here. But there's one thing I want to caution you 
about -- the biggest mistake I see beginners make with regard to 
feeding their soil -- you can add too much compost. One thing you can 
specifically add too much of is compost and manure in your vegetable 
and herb garden. A little goes a long way. I would recommend more 
like a quarter inch of compost and manure each season in addition to 
an inch and three-quarters of plant-based compost if you want to use 
that compost and manure in the garden. 

 Here's why. Sometimes I get picture from people like these, and they 
say, "I'm not sure what's going on. The leaves started turning funny 
colors, so I added more compost. Then somebody told me 
strawberries like acidic soil, so I dumped some lime on the plants, and 
now the plants look funny. They look like this, and they won't 
produce fruit. I don't know why." The plant on the left here is 
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exhibiting signs of iron deficiency; but, if you ever try to dump iron 
into the soil, it would be the exact wrong thing to do. 

 Here's what's really going on. This person used several inches of 
compost and horse manure each year. The nitrogen in the horse 
manure is one of the most volatile nutrients. It's been used up. It's 
been recycled into its different components. The phosphorus, 
however, sticks around much longer, and it builds up in the soil. What 
does a lot of phosphorus do? Well, it binds up with iron, making the 
iron unavailable to your plants. It's not that you don't have iron in the 
soil; it's that you have an overabundance of phosphorus. So, avoid 
this particular mistake that beginners make by only applying a quarter 
inch of compost and manure each season maximum if you're going to 
go for that compost and manure. 

 Can you see now how a more holistic understanding of how soil 
biology works is necessary when you start to get more experience 
with your soil? Now, there's good news. You can get a soil test to find 
out your nutrient levels in your soil, and you probably want to do this 
if all your plants start to change into funny colors. In my longer 
classes I go into much more detail than I can here about how to 
interpret those soil tests.  

 One more note about what type of compost to use. Our plants love 
biodiversity of soil, but there are some patterns. Perennials will favor 
a carbon-rich compost, because they promote fungal networks, 
which are so important to root systems, and perennials create really 
large root systems so that they can exist year to year. Vegetables and 
herbs, on the other hand, they prefer plant-based composts, which 
are rich in nitrogen, because they'll create a great habitat for all the 
bacteria that annuals love so much. Now, that's not to say that 
perennials don't want bacteria, and annuals don't want fungal 
networks. They want both, but this is just what they prefer more of. 
All of that was to understand the importance of soil biology and to 
understand that we need to feed the soil and not the plant. 

 Let's move on to the next soil essential. Looking at what soil is, let's 
look at that 45% mineral particles. What does it tell us about our soil, 
and what can we use about that information? Within these mineral 
particles, what happens is that, because it's broken-down material, 
it's made up of three types of particles: sand, silt, and clay. These 
three particles, the percentage of each, will determine our soil 
texture.  

 Soil essential number four is to understand your soil texture and to 
know what it is. There are 12 different groupings of textural classes. It 
is very difficult to change your soil's texture, so it's important to know 
what it is. You can amend it a little bit, but it's very challenging to 
change your soil texture. It's good to know what it is so you can work 
with it.  
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 Going along with the texture of your soil being very important, the 
other thing that's important is your soil structure. This refers to the 
way that soil particles group together. It's a physical quality. There 
are lots of different aggregates that are shown here on the screen, 
and what you're looking for is a nice fungal when you're growing 
vegetables and herbs. 

 How do you learn what your soil structure and texture are? Well, one 
way to learn is to go outside, dig into your soil, and see what you feel. 
What can you learn about your soil from feel? You grab a handful of 
your soil. You want to make sure that you dig down about six inches 
underneath the soil line so that you're really, truly grabbing the soil 
where the root zone is. That's the soil that you really want to test. 
You grab a handful, and you squeeze it into a ball as tight as you can, 
and you open your hand. If it forms a ball with falling apart, that 
means that it has good structure. So, look at that. It's holding even 
though I'm Florida. This is a super-sandy soil. It's got good structure. 
It's holding together. When I tap on it, it crumbles into pieces. That 
tells me that it has good structure. 

 Now, what else can I learn by touching the soil? Maybe I'll show this 
up to the camera. You can see how much sand is in that soil. What's 
also in the soil is a lot of compost in order to hold that sand together. 
Now, when I squeeze it between my ears, I can tell that there's sand, 
because I can hear like sandpaper in it. That's how you tell there's 
sand particles present. I know that this sand, by looking at my hand, 
has sand in it. I can still see the sand. I can also tell that it doesn't have 
any silt particles in it. Silt particles, when you brush off your hand ... 
Here, there'll be nothing left almost ... what you'll see is an orange 
layer of particles. That's how you'll know that there is silt in your soil. 
So, this soil has pretty much no silt. 

 Now, does it have any clay in it? When you grab your soil into that 
ball, there's what called a ribbon test. I can tell this is not going to 
work. It has no clay. What you do is you push with your thumb and 
your forefinger over the top, and if a ribbon starts to form, then you 
know there's clay particles present. This has no clay. It just comes 
right off the edge. This is typical of Florida beach sand that's been 
heavily amended to be able to grow in it, and you can see the 
vegetables are thriving behind me. It's mostly sand and a lot of 
compost in order to hold onto that water, because basically sandy 
soils, they drain that water so quickly. There you go. Those are some 
of the things that you can tell just by feeling your soil. 

 Now we know the texture of our soil and the structure of our soil, but 
why do we really care? How is it applicable when we're gardening? 
What do we do about it? Well, some things to note is that if you have 
a sandy soil and a clay soil, you might treat them very differently. The 
reason is that sandy soil, it's easy to work. It moves around really 
easily, but it drains water really well, and sometimes to a fault, 
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because it can basically dry out really fast, and it doesn't hold 
nutrients very well. Also, if it's really dry, if you work it too much 
when it's dry, the aggregate -- the structure -- falls apart, and you 
don't want that to happen. So, you don't want to work sandy soils 
when they're dry. 

 On the other hand, if you have a clay soil, it holds water almost to a 
fault. It drains really poorly, so it can lead to root rot and suffocation. 
Then you can't work soil when it's really, really wet, because what will 
happen is it will compact and it will clod. What that looks like ... When 
you think about water and soil, think about those large sand particles 
and the pore spaces between them, and then think about the clay 
particles being tiny. You can see here that if you water a sandy soil 
versus a clay soil, the water is going to go straight through the sandy 
soil much quicker. In 24 hours it penetrates all the way down to 72 
inches. With clay soil, it takes 48 hours, and it actually is a much wider 
dispersal of that water as well. Those are some things to understand 
about how the water works differently with these two different soils. 

 When you're working with these two soils, the first thing you can do 
is improve the structure of them. You add your compost, and that's 
going to not only add the soil biology, but what it also does is it 
improves the water retention of your soil in both cases; so, you want 
to add that compost. With your sandy soil, you may want to deliver 
your water more precisely right near the plants, because we know 
that the water's going to go fairly straight down versus spreading 
outward. 

 Then with our clay soils, what we're going to want to do is make sure 
you moisten the surface; so, you water less often to a deeper depth. 
What you want to do is you want to moisten the surface so that the 
clay soil accepts the water, and then you want to water deeply. What 
that will do is it will allow the water to penetrate; otherwise, it'll just 
pool on the surface. One other thing you can do to improve clay soils 
is to use oilseed radish as a cover crop, and that is a very deep, tap-
rooted crop that can open up crevices and cracks in the clay that will 
help to loosen that soil. If you have a big space; this isn't for small 
plots ... If you have a big space and a tractor, you can also do some 
keylining, which opens up some grooves in that clay soil as well. 

 When you're choosing the type of planting beds, you might choose 
based on what type of soil you have. In Florida, where there's a lot of 
sandy soils, a lot of people use wicking planting beds, where they lay 
down some plastic, and then they put on top of the plastic a mixture 
of the sand and wood chips as a way to hold in that moisture, and 
then a lot of compost. That ends up being very water-retention based 
for that sandy soil. On the clay end, a lot of times what people do, if 
they can't work the clay soil, they create raised garden beds. They 
build up. They bring in additional soil, or they build up with lasagna-
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style beds. Those are two ways in which your type of soil might 
determine what type of planting beds is appropriate for you. 

 One thing to note is that there are also these things called thin soils. 
Now, we talked about where soil comes from: the bedrock deep 
below, and then being broken down and being brought to the 
surface. Sometimes the distance between that bedrock and the 
surface of the earth is very thin, and that's what a thin soil's called. 
Sometimes it's called a rocky soil. For you, this is a place where you 
might want to consider yourself close to clay soil, in that you may 
want to build up with your planting beds. You may want to build 
lasagna-style beds to get a lot of organic matter down on the ground. 
You may also choose different crops. So, on a thin soil, you might 
plant crops that are specific to rocky areas as a way to work with your 
soil type. That's really what we want to do is we want to work with 
nature and not make our job any harder than it already is. 

 All right. Moving on to another soil essential that comes from, again, 
this 45% of the mineral particles, the bedrock. The parent material has 
a large effect on our soil pH. When we look at pH, it's a measure of 
acidity or alkalinity ranging from some to 14. Basically, with vegetable 
crops, which is what I'm focusing on mostly in this discussion, the key 
nutrients are most available at 6.8 pH. Now, you don't have to hit this 
pH exactly, because your pH is going to range all over your garden. 
It's very localized. What you want to do is shoot for the range of 6-
7.5. If you're inside of this range, these nutrients are going to be very 
available to your soil biology, and therefore very available to your 
plants. Now, if you're outside of that range, then you might want to 
adjust your pH, but most people find that they are within this range. 

 One way you can test your pH at home is with a kit. They're not the 
most precise measures of your pH, but that's okay. You only need to 
know if you're within the 6-7.5 range or not. If you're outside that 
range, then you might want to go get a soil test done at a lab. Now, 
another way to get a general sense of your pH is to taste it. Yep, you 
heard me. You can even learn a lot about your soil through taste.  

 What you want to do: you want to make sure that there is no 
uncomposted manures or anything that would have pathogens in it. 
There's a lot of soil-borne pathogens. You want to make sure that 
your soil is degraded completely into all of its organic compounds. 
Then you just basically take a little bit of it, put it in your mouth, swish 
it around a little bit. This one's a little crunchy, because it's got a lot of 
sand in it. What you can learn is that, if it's a little bit sour, that means 
it's a little bit acidic. If it's a little bit sweet, that means it's alkaline. So, 
there you go. Taste your soil. See what your pH is. 

 Here are all the soil essentials that we've covered so far in this video. I 
mentioned you had some homework. Now that you know a little bit 
about soil, what is your definition of soil? I'm so excited to hear from 
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you. Please post your soil definition below in the comment section 
and share it with everybody. This should be a lot of fun. 

 Now, there's plenty more to learn about soils that I just don't have 
time to cover in this short video, important topics like soil testing, 
cover cropping, mulching, to till or not to till, how to create a soil 
fertility plan for a thriving garden for years to come, and building 
even more water retention into our landscapes. Soil is where all of 
this begins, and I encourage you to continue your journey getting to 
know what I call 'the league of underground micro heroes.'  

 Now that I've made you a soil fanatic, what do you do if you don't 
have soil of your own? Well, it's not the end of the world. If you have 
the space, it's easy to build some raised beds. Maybe you have 
unworkable clay soil, or gravel; you want to build up. Maybe your soil 
has some heavy metals, and you want to build up to separate 
yourselves from that soil. Maybe it's your first garden. You want to 
keep things really simple. Whatever the reason, it's easy to build a 
raised garden bed. You're going to take everything you just learned 
about soil to understand how to build a thriving ecosystem for your 
plants. 

 I recently challenged myself to grow $400 worth of vegetables and 
herbs in 40 days from just these two raised beds and an indoor 
sprouting area; so, you can grow a lot of food in these little boxes. 
You really don't need all that much space to bring a lot of fresh food 
to your tables. Here's an example. Here's a 3' by 6' planting bed my 
housemates and I built recently. We raised it, because we have dogs 
who run free, and we don't want them to go to the bathroom in the 
vegetable garden.  

 I bought three 2 by 12 untreated wood boards from the lumber yard, 
had them cut one of them in half for the end pieces. I used 3-1/3 long 
deck screws, two at each corner, to hold those boards together. I 
filled it with 12 cubic feet of garden soil that I purchased. I also added 
4 cubic feet of compost that we had created ourselves. I added 12 
trowelfuls of worm castings and 12 tablespoons of rock dust. I 
mentioned earlier that there was one more ingredient that you might 
want to add to your garden. This is it. I'll talk more about what that is 
in just a moment. I basically took all these components, and I mixed 
them together just a bit, and then I transplanted my crops, and I 
watered them in. 

 Now, let's talk for just a moment about the materials that I chose. 
First of all, when I was building my box, I chose untreated wood. I 
chose that, because sometimes the pressure-treated woods can have 
heavy metal chemicals, which can leach into your soil. That's not 
something that I really wanted near my food. So, I had the choice. I 
bought the untreated wood. Because it's a very thick wood, I don't 
have to worry about it breaking down for many years, so I'm not so 
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concerned about that. If it does break down over the years, I'll 
replace it. 

 Now, when I went to fill my box, I had a couple choices. The first 
choice was a topsoil, and the second choice was a garden soil. The 
difference is that the topsoil usually is composed just of soil that 
they've grabbed from some construction site somewhere. They've 
dug up the soil to put a building in or whatever they put in, and then 
they bag the soil for sale. Now, the garden soils are generally made 
specifically for gardens. What you'll notice is that they usually have 
additives like composted materials. I specifically chose this garden 
soil, because it had an OMRI listing ... I'm pointing to it here in the 
image. OMRI is a not-for-profit, an international not-for-profit, which 
looks at the ingredients to see if it can be listed as organic materials. I 
trust that not-for-profit, and so I look for bags that have that OMRI 
listing.  

 That's why I chose the garden soil over just the topsoil. Now, if the 
topsoil was the only thing available to me, I would have chose it or I 
would have given them a call. I could have looked at the information 
on the bag, given them a call, and asked them a little bit about where 
the soil came from and if they have any soil tests related to that soil. 
Now, garden soil is different than potting mix and different than seed 
starting mix, and so you want to make sure you grab the right 
medium. 

 What's going to happen if you grab a potting mix is that potting mix 
has a lot of the same decomposed organic matter in it. If you choose 
a good one, it has an OMRI listing, but it also includes things that are 
more lightweight, like perlite. These are things that are specific to 
growing in containers and pots, and so it's different than when you're 
growing in a big bed like this that is connected to the earth below. I'm 
connected to the earth below. I'm not worried about compaction 
issues and the lightness of the soil, and so I chose the garden soil. 

 All right. When you choose that garden soil, you're going to choose 
the best option for you where you are. Keep in mind that you might 
look at local farmers to share their soil with you as well. Now, I 
already had my compost available; but, if you were looking for a 
compost at the store -- pre-packaged, pre-bagged -- I would look for 
similar things. I would look for ingredients you recognize and that 
OMRI listing.  

 When I turn the bag over and I look at the ingredients, what I want to 
see are things that I recognize: things like bark, sawdust, alfalfa meal, 
fish bone meal, bone meal, everything that you see here, 
mycorrhizae. That's actually fungi. These are all things that you want 
in your garden bed. This bag even goes so far to share what soil 
microbes and mycorrhizae are present in the bag. I like this packaging 
a lot, because it tells me a lot about what's inside of it. 
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 What I don't want to see on the package when I'm looking to buy 
something at the store is the word 'fertilizer,' and then when I see the 
description it says 'ammonium nitrate,' 'ammonium phosphate,' 
'calcium phosphate,' et cetera, et cetera. These are chemical 
compounds and salts. These are not things that will stick around in 
your soil and improve your soil over time. These are things that will 
disappear very quickly in your soil if you don't have the right soil 
biology to make these available to your nutrients. That's the whole 
point of this, right? I want to read ingredients that are going to 
increase my soil biology, that will improve the water retention of my 
soil, and things that are going to last for a while in my soil. 

 Now, what about this rock dust? Remember, in our soil we have 45% 
of the soil are these mineral components that come from the 
bedrock. Sometimes our bedrock is deficient in certain secondary 
nutrients and micronutrients, and we might need to add those 
nutrients into the soil in order for us to have a complete spectrum of 
nutrients for our plants. Rock dust is one way to do that and to 
amend your soil. There's also green sand. There are many products on 
the market. You want to look for something that maybe has some 
volcanic rock in it and maybe also has some sea floor rock in it as well 
to get a full spectrum of nutrients. You don't need very much of this. 
Just a little bit goes a very long way. Remember, these are trace 
minerals. 

 There you have it, my not-so-secret recipe to help you grow $400 
worth of vegetables and herbs in 40 days. Now you can carry the 
torch as another avid soil fanatic and soil superhero. Tell all your 
friends how to improve soil biology, increase local water retention, 
recycle precious nutrients as well as carbon to the soil, feed billions of 
precious microorganisms, all while enjoying the comfort of your own 
garden. Also remember the most likely reason you became a soil 
superstar in the first place: you probably want armloads of 
homegrown food and medicine. 

 I'm guessing your primary interest in doing all this is because you 
want to walk out in the morning and harvest a fresh, nutrient-rich 
salad for brunch, or you want fresh herbs to make your food 
delicious, and to boost your immunity system, improve your heart and 
brain functions. So, if you're interested in growing $400 worth of 
vegetables and herbs in 40 days in less than a hundred square feet 
and less time than you thought possible, check out the 40-Day Garden 
Challenge here at growyourownvegetables.org/400. While you're 
there, you can download my ebook, Five Keys to Finding the Right 
Garden Space to Make Sure You Get Started on the Right Foot. I hope 
you join us. I look forward to seeing your garden photos this season. 

 All right, everybody. If you take away just one thing from this video, 
here's what I hope it is: we are soil. I want you to see your health 
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intimately related to the health of your soil. So, lots of love to our 
soils. From my garden to yours ... 

Marjory: All right. Well, that was amazing. What do you think about tasting 
your own soil to learn about pH? I'm going there. You might not want 
to. I loved it. I really appreciate Stacey's presentations. Actually, I'm a 
real learning junkie, and I'm going to take one of her gardening 
classes. She has these 8-week courses that come out where she goes 
through everything. I think you can see it's just really amazing. I'm 
going to take the next one she offers. 

 Before then she does have a garden challenge to see how much you 
can grow in 40 days. If you click on that button over there to the 
right, you'll get more information about Stacey's challenge and also 
about her upcoming programs. This is Marjory Wildcraft. We have a 
lot more presentations for you here at the summit, and I will be 
catching you on the next one. 

 
 
 

 

 
 

For more information about growing your own  
food and medicine, please visit our website. 
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