Walden Landscape Notes: Soil - Foundation of Successful Gardening
Hello Walden Homeowners. Ever want to get the Dirt on, well Dirt. In the 3rd class given by Colorado
State University we talked about Dirt, or as they call it, Soil. You know this stuff. We track it into our
homes, it is present in the air, and most important, our plants and grasses live and grow in it. What we
will cover here are ways to improve your soil, which will make your landscaping healthier, and help ward
off diseases and some pesky insects.

Our Environment
Our homes were built in a semi-arid, desert like, soil base. Yet there are some very simple things we can
do to help improve its content, and conserve water. Also, most of the Colorado Front Range
experiences the same type of soil structure as Walden, so when water does fall from the sky it is
important that the soil is well prepared to welcome it and put it to good use. Our goal is to have a
healthy, beautiful landscape system, and use what little moisture Mother Nature gives us efficiently.

What is our Soil made up of?
Soil is basically made up 47% Mineral, 3% Organic Matter, 25% Air, and 25% water. But when we look
into it deeper, soil has a texture. Texture refers to the size of the particles that make up the soil, and is
made up of (3) components; Clay, Sand, and Silt. The Soil Texture Triangle below shows the various
combinations that can make up a typical handful of dirt.

Soil Textural Triangle - Based on the triangle, a loamy soil has 40% sand, 20% clay and 4% silt. Whereas
a sandy loam has 60% sand, 10% clay and 30% silt. [Source: U.S.D.A.]
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So this leads us to a new word called ‘Tilth’. Tilth is the physical condition of soil, especially in relation to
its suitability for growing a crop, plant or lawn. Factors that determine tilth include the formation and
stability of aggregated soil particles, degree of aeration, rate of moisture, and drainage. The tilth of a soil
can change rapidly when there are frequent changes in moisture.
Soil is also a living organism. It supports good bugs, bacteria and fungi, along with a friend of ours,
earthworms. Earthworms are important to plant health by aerating, increasing soil structure, fertility,
and water holding capability. So instead of taking our worm friend out fishing, leave him in the ground
where it will provide you a greater benefit.
Other things one can do that will benefit the soil is by adding organic matter. Watering effectively needs
no explanation as does minimizing soil compaction by aerating in the spring and fall. But go to a regular
nursery to find out more about your soil. There a person will ask you questions, so it is best to take a
sample of the area you want to address along with you. They may want to send it out for analysis,
which will have a fee associated for that service.
Another approach you can take is by sending a sample of your soil to Colorado State University for
analysis. These people are the real experts. They will provide you with a detailed report on your soil
condition, and recommendations on how to treat it. Then you can go to any nursery and get what you
need. Places like Lowes and Home Depot are great for plants, trees, flowers, and fertilizer, but may not
be good for soil analysis. More details on how to get your soil tested can be found in the closing
comments section of this Landscape Note.
Remember, a soil test is the best way to check the growing potential of the soil in your area. It’s like
taking your dirt to the doctor. You can buy the best plants, trees, flowers, sod, or lawn seed, but they
will not produce the best results if the soil lacks the proper nutrition or qualities. Poor soil conditions
are 80% of a plants problem.

Nurturing your Soil using Amendments
Once you have you soil test results in hand it is now time to look at soil amendments. Soil amendments
are to soil like a fiber diet is to a human, but it is not a fertilizer. Depending on your soil texture,
amendments can improve aeration and drainage in clay based soils, improve water and nutrient
retention in sand based soils, and increase the activity level of earthworms and other soil organisms.
Defined, a soil amendment is any material added to a soil to improve its physical properties. Its goal is
to provide a better environment for root development and structure. The key word in the first sentence
is “added”. This can be done in one of two ways. For new areas (like an area you plan to grow grass in),
mix your amendment into the soil as thoroughly as possible. If you have a small tiller like a Mantis, that
will do the job. An easier way is to aerate your soil and then add your amendment. Now you can
introduce your plant, sod, or seed and achieve maximum results.
Wood products like Bark Mulch or chips can tie up Nitrogen until they decompose. So if you are
fertilizing a flower bed where mulch is present, water the amendment in thoroughly so the nourishment
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gets to the root structure of your plant, and does not get tied up in the mulch.
Sphagnum Peat Moss is an excellent soil amendment, especially for sandy soils. Peat will help a sandy
soil retain more water. After application, peat needs to be worked into the soil thoroughly. That is why
peat is great for vegetable gardens and landscaping.
The jury is still out on Biosolids which are a byproduct of sewerage treatment. Even though some cities
may give it away or sell it cheaply. I do not recommend this approach because Biosolids are high in salt
content and also contain heavy metal and pathogens. There are better and safer solutions out there.
Fresh manure is high in ammonia content so avoid it. If you are going to use manure, make sure is has
been aged or composted for 6-months. Also I do not recommend manure use in vegetable gardens
because it carries a pathogen called Ecoli. We all know about the results Ecoli has on humans.
One other note before I move on. A common myth to break up clay soils is to add sand. The answer to
that is a resounding NO! Why? If you are making adobe bricks, what are the two main ingredients you
will use? The answer is Sand and Clay. So if you are adding sand to a clay soil, you are making adobe
bricks underground. Think about what your plant root would do if they came upon this underground
brick. This brick would stop root penetration, retain water, and cause decay in the root structure.
There are many more recommendations on Soil Amendments in the Fact Sheet from Colorado State
University, so I will give you the web address and fact sheet numbers in the closing comments of this
Landscape Note. Remember, do not overdo soil amendments. Less is much better than more.

Mulches and Fertilizers
Besides making your landscape look pretty, mulches play an important role in taking care of your soil.
1.) It keeps the soil cool which reduces evaporation, thus you retain more moisture. 2.) It protects the
soil from the harsh realities of the sun or snow. 3.) It allows the soil to breathe. 4.) It reduces soil
compaction through the decomposition of the mulch. But let’s be clear that mulch should not be used
as a soil amendment. If nutrition is what your plant wants, that comes in the form of fertilizer.
A fertilizer is defined as what we provide for plant nutrition. Air and water provide carbon, hydrogen
and oxygen. The soil provides primary and secondary micronutrients. And the fertilizer provides the
Nitrogen, Potassium, and Phosphorus.
A plant cannot tell you what it wants, so like a Mom you have to provide it food. Nice thing is that
plants are not fussy eaters. Today’s lawn fertilizers have a strong nitrogen base which provides a faster
feeding (days to weeks), but avoid putting in on plants. Use a plant/shrub fertilizer to feed them.
By combining today’s fertilizer with an Organic amendment approach, you will create a faster “green
up” with a longer, slower sustained feeding period. Organic amendments are a more natural approach
and can feed over a period of months to years. Plus you may not need a faster green up in the years to
follow thus saving you some “green” in your pocket. Just make sure you know what areas you applied
Organic Amendments so you don’t overdo things. Remember, less is better.
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Also, Organic Amendments increase soil organic matter content and offer many benefits over time. It
will improve soil aeration, water infiltration, and both water and nutrient holding capacity. Organic
matter contains plant nutrients and acts as an Organic Fertilizer, plus it is an important energy source for
bacteria, fungi, and earthworms that live in the soil.

Closing Comments
Resource Information
Below you will find Colorado State University website information so you may access some Fact Sheets
and Gardening Notes that pertain to the subject we are covering here. Once you get to the website,
type in the Fact Sheet number and it will take you to a Fact Sheet you can download to a PDF format and
save or print.

Fact Sheet website: WWW.ext.colostate.edu
Fact Sheet 7.212 – Composting Yard Waste
Fact Sheet 7.214 – Mulches for the Home Ground
Fact Sheet 7.235 – Choosing Soil Amendments
Fact Sheet 7.236 – Landscaping on Expansive Soils
Fact Sheet 7.246 – How to Submit a Soil Sample

Garden Notes website: WWW.cmg.colostate.edu/gardennotes
Garden Notes #214 – Estimating Soil Texture
Garden Notes #218 – Earthworms
Garden Notes #222 – Soil PH
Garden Notes #231 – Plant Nutrition
Garden Notes #233 – Calculating Fertilizer Application Rates
Garden Notes #234 – Organic Fertilizers
Garden Notes #246 – Making Compost
Garden Notes #711 – Vegetable Garden: Soil Management and Fertilization
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Getting you Soil Tested by Colorado State University
1.) First print out Pages 6, 7, and 8 of these Landscape Notes. You will find suggested Instructions
for submitting soil samples.
2.) Next, collect your soil sample. Steps 1, 2, 3, and 4 will guide you through the process.
3.) Step 5 and 6 tells you to put your soil sample in a CSU container or a zip lock bag if you do not
have a CSU container. Put the date of the sample, your name, address, phone number, and
sample ID on a label and attach it to your sample. You may use Front Yard, Garden, Back Yard,
etc. as your sample ID name. Repeat this process if more than one sample is being submitted.
4.) Step 7 tells you to fill out the forms you printed as completely as possible. If you do not know
the answer, leave the space blank. The wrong answer can skew your results.
5.) Step 8 gives you two mailing addresses. One if you use standard mail, and the other if you use
UPS or Fed X. Make sure you use the correct address or else your sample could get routed
incorrectly.
6.) Step 9 is guidance on how to treat your sample before mailing. Do not submit a sample that has
already been treated by fertilizer or other organic material. The analysis done by Colorado State
needs to be done on untreated soil so the results will be an accurate profile on what action
needs to be taken.
7.) In step 10 you pay your fee. You will select Routine Garden and Landscape soil test. The fee
will be $31.00 for the analysis. Colorado State will bill you if you wish, but since this is your 1st
soil test submission, I recommend you send a check payable Colorado State University.
8.) Step 11 tells you what the analysis will not include.
9.) Step 12 is a number and website you can contact with any questions, or to find out the status of
your sample.
10.) I recommend you share your results with your neighbors since their soil should be just like
yours. They (neighbors) may also share part of the soil analysis expense with you.
11.) Keep in mind that a Soil Test is like taking a section of your yard to the doctor. By following the
doctors’ orders, you will get the best results for the soil and plants that live on your property.
12.) If you have any questions, please feel free to give me (Denny LaBandt) a call at 719-358-7858
and I will be happy to guide you through the process.
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