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Possible garden tasks for July: Keep weeding.  Harvest what’s ready.  Remove garlic flowers as they appear, 

then harvest the plants when they are mostly brown but still a little green.  Water your garden only if the soil 8-

10 cm (3-4 in) below the surface feels dry.  If it does not, water until the soil is wet to that depth.  Remove cool-

weather annual plants (peas, early lettuce, radishes, etc.) that have finished their season, fertilize the same space, 

and plant new, different plants.  Tomatoes, peppers, eggplant, and winter squash planted after about the 10
th 

will 

not mature in time.  Many other crops can be planted all month.   

 

News from the Eagle Heights Garden Committee May meeting:  After interviews, the committee chose a new 

registrar to replace our departing registrar, Natalie Watkins.  We are deeply grateful for Natalie’s years of 

selfless, devoted service to the gardens and will miss her very much.  At the same time, we are delighted to 

welcome Gretel Dentine as our new registrar.  We are confident Gretel will keep the gardens operating 

smoothly. 

   Thanks to the addition of some new plots at the University Houses, almost all of those who were on the 

waiting list for a plot have now received one.  

  The committee has formally given the registrar the authority to enforce standard garden policies regarding 

watering, neighborliness, pesticide use, etc. without consulting the committee.  Any gardener who has a 

complaint or concern can still bring it to the committee, and will be reminded of this when they receive 

notification from the registrar about a problem.       

   All gardeners are encouraged to attend the July meeting and help run the gardens.  Please check the garden 

web site See (http://www.eagleheightsgardens.org/index.shtml) for the day, time, and location of the meeting.  

 

And now, a brief discussion of what soil is.   

 

When you walk on soil, it’s reasonable to think that you’re walking on something solid.  After all, it holds you 

up.  However, you might be surprised to learn that about half of the volume in a typical soil is empty space.   

 

As it turns out, this empty space is critical to the function of soils, especially where plant growth is concerned.  

This empty space holds water after a rain (or after you water), and because water and soil interact in complex 

ways, at least some water stays in the soil and available to plants long after the force of gravity would otherwise 

have forced it to move down and out.   

 

The water-holding capacity of soil is important not only because plants need water, but also because plants 

“drink” their nutrients.  Plants rely on nitrogen, calcium, iron, and other elements to move from soil into water, 

which then carries the nutrients to special, element-specific gates in the cells of plants’ roots.  Without water, 

plants are both thirsty and hungry. 

 

The empty space in soil is also important because it allows air to move through the soil.  Plant roots need to take 

up oxygen and get rid of carbon dioxide just like you and I do, and if there’s no air movement through the soil, 

roots die.  Soil conditions are ideal for most plants to grow when half of the empty space in the soil is filled with 

water and the other half with air.   

 

So if half of the soil is empty space, what’s the other half?  Well, basically, the earth is a big ball of rock.  Over 

millions of years, water and wind and freezing and thawing break this rock into small pieces.  Soil scientists 

group these pieces into three categories by size.  Sand particles are the largest, ranging from 2.1 millimeters 

(1/12 in) down to 0.05 millimeters (1/500 inch) in diameter.  Silt particles are next smallest, and clay particles 

are even smaller – so small that individual particles cannot be distinguished even under a fairly powerful 

microscope.  Together, the sand, silt, and clay accumulated in a particular place may or may not be abundant.  

Some parts of the world have no soil at all (they’re just bare rock), while other places have soil that’s hundreds 



of feet deep (usually because it’s washed or blown there from elsewhere).  Most of the world, including 

southern Wisconsin, is somewhere in between, with soils 30-200 cm (1-6 feet) deep. 

 

Theoretically, a soil could be all sand, all silt, or all clay, but most soils are made of at least some of each of 

these three particles.  Soil scientists group soils into types depending on how much of each size of particle they 

contain.  The soils of Eagle Heights Gardens and University Houses Gardens consist largely of what’s called 

“silt loam.”  This means that these soils have all three sizes of particles, but that silt is the most abundant.  Silt 

loam soils tend to be good for agriculture, though they can be easily eroded.      

 

Between them, sand, silt, and clay make up 90 to 99 percent of the half of the soil that’s not empty space.  The 

last little bit – between 1 and 10 percent of the total weight of the soil – is made of what’s called “organic 

matter.”  Organic matter is made of formerly living things (roots, worms, bacteria, etc.) that are in various 

stages of breaking apart.  When these creatures were alive, they concentrated the nutrients that living things 

need in order to function.  As they break down, they start to release them, and do so much faster than sand, silt, 

and clay.  As a result, even though organic matter is scarce, it’s critically important to a soil’s ability to support 

life.  The silt loam in our gardens is 2 to 5 percent organic matter. 

 

Over the next few months, I’ll talk more about how soil works and how plants get what they need from it. 


