
go on a date. You go on another date.  He’s a nice guy and you want to take 
him home.  You imagine what he would be like naked.  Eventually you take him 
home.  You’re nervous but also excited.  Maybe he’s the one!  But then you 
see him naked.  There’s not much there.  You’d have thought that by the eight 
centimetres width he shows above ground, there would be at least something 
substantial that he’s hiding down there.  Disappointment is yours.
Hang on what am I saying?  How would I know – I’ve hardly dated any men, 
and I would never have dated a beefy rugby player, even when I was still pre-
tending to be straight. 

Back to the carrots.  Immediate help was needed.  Clearly I was failing as a 
farmer and this was confirmed by a real farmer friend of mine who I hauled in 
for advice and of course a braai.  “Of course,” he said, “It is clear. Your soil is 
dead.”  
I was incredulous.  “Dead!” I exclaimed. “But I fertilize every year. I water every 
day. What do you mean dead?”
“Yes,” he said with a sigh, “you fertilize with chemicals, year after year.  Chemi-
cals break down the natural composition of your soil.  So every year you have to 
fertilize even more.  It’s a never ending cycle that is a downward spiral to deser-
tification, where it should be a circle cycle.  It should be the snake that swallows 
its own tail.”
“Yeah,” I thought, “that’s what I would also say if I smoked that much dope.”
“Besides which,” he said, “it’s far better to water once a week and give the 
garden a thorough soaking rather than watering every day which soaks the top 
layer and runs off taking top soil with it.”
“Yeah right,” I said, and went to see if the chops needed turning while he 
shrugged and rolled himself another joint. 

But in the sober light of day I thought about what he’d said.  I turned to that 
modern miracle of information – Google.  Up until then I had thought that de-
sertification was a term that referred to Uncle Jim, who at Christmas after too 
much desert, passed out on the couch and produced involuntary flatulence and 
snoring.  But no, google told me that desertification refers to something that 
is not funny at all.  When you start delving into the real meaning you could be 
forgiven for believing that it refers to the enlarging of the world’s deserts.  Es-
sentially, of course, this is true, that is what the word means but it also means so 
much more.  The entire worlds’ food supply depends on a thin layer of topsoil.  
This is the living, breathing soil that provides home for our crops to grow, which 
in turn feeds animals, and all feed humans.  Disrupt the structure of topsoil and 
we have a serious problem on our hands.  The magnificent emergence of chemi-
cal fertilizers, the practice of mono-cropping and genetically modified seed in 
the 60’s opened up food production on an enormous scale.  The answers to the 
worlds’ food shortage questions seemed to have been found.  However, there 
were side effects, and these could cause permanent damage and global famine if 
we are not careful.  Planting the same crop year after year in the same tracts of 
land depletes soil of certain nutrients and the soil never gets the chance to rest 
and recuperate.  So we use chemical fertilizers as substitutes for these nutri-
ents.  The more we throw chemicals into the ground the more depleted the soil 
becomes, and the more chemicals we need.  Grand scale pesticides keep the 
nasties away from our crops too, including bees.  Chemicals and pesticides leach 
into ground water, and run into streams and rivers.  The build up of toxins ef-
fects plant, insect and animal and bird life alike.  But we won’t go into all of that 
now because we will be here all day and I will become suicidal. 

In the meantime all this foreign stuff being thrown into the soil adjusts its struc-
ture on a molecular level.  If you go outside now and pick up a handful of soil 
and examine it carefully you will see that it is made up of thousands of tiny 
things all jumbled up together.  These are mostly tiny bits of rock that have 
broken down over millions of years. (This is why soils differ in regions – they 
are made up of the different types of rocks that exist in different regions.)  In 
your hand you will also see tiny bits and pieces of vegetation.  Put a bit of soil I 
under a microscope and you will be astonished at what you see. Put it under a 
bigger microscope look at the molecular break down and you will be even more 
astonished.  Much of what you will see consists of living organisms.  Now zoom 
back and take a look at what is between all these tiny tings.  What do you find?  
Empty space.  This is where the water goes and water plus oxygen are what 
keep life on our planet afloat, if you will excuse the pun.  Kill the tiny beasties 
with pesticides and fertilizers, take away the organic matter and there is nothing 
left.  Eventually the tiny empty spaces disappear and everything compacts and 
hardens.  No oxygen, nowhere for water to absorb into – no life.  Getting dizzy 
yet?  Depressed?  Hang on, hold on tight, there is more to come, but do not 
despair all is not lost.             

Oh dear. That is bad, everyone can see that.  But it doesn’t matter because by 
adding more chemicals and fertilizers and digging over land, crops will grow.  But 
it cannot go on indefinitely can it.  We have created a spiral which the natural 
world is unfamiliar with.  The natural world should evolve cyclically, feeding itself; 
resting itself.  Our spiral heads one way down into desertification. None of it re-
ally matters though, here and now to us.  We are educated people.  So we know 
that there are organizations out there that are concerned about all of this.  True 
many of these ‘altruistic’ organizations are rushing to find a less destructive way 
to feed the world simply because there is a lot of money to be made.  And we 
know for sure that there is definitely someone out there saving polar bears and 
rhinos.  It’s a bit like being an early trader, looking at a rudimentary map.  On 
the far edge of the map there is a warning: “here be dragons”.  He takes comfort 
in the knowledge that if he stays safely near familiar coasts and does not venture 
near the edge of the world, he will not encounter a dragon.  He leaves that dan-
ger to the poor indentured sailors who are forced to sail his ships across the new 
worlds. Well that is what I also thought, until I tried to bury George.   

  

2. Desertification

My back garden had become a desert.  The soil was so depleted of nutrients it 
could not even be referred to as soil anymore.  Years of chemical fertilizers had 
made certain that nothing could live there. When I watered with a sprinkler for 
an hour I discovered to my horror that the water was unable to reach further 
than one or two centimetres at most from the top layer of the beds.  All the wa-
ter simply ran off down the hill, joyfully joining the freedom of the local river and 
taking who-knows-what with it.  There were no tiny spaces between the particles 
for any water to sit happily and meditate while bringing oxygen to the soil.  The 
problem with us is that when we think of encroaching deserts we think of creep-
ing sand dunes and camels emerging out of mirages.  We really do not expect to 
open our bedroom curtains one morning and find tribes of marauding desert no-
mads where the sweetpeas used to be.  If our depleted gardens and farmlands 
looked more like deserts we might be more inclined to sit up and take notice. 

Or maybe not.  Consider the Central American Dustbowl of the 1930’s.  When 
drought hit, the wide open plains had no means at their disposal to prevent huge 
winds from blowing a tonnage of topsoil away, dumping it hundreds of kilome-
tres from where it left, causing widespread famine, loss of homes and jobs and 
displacement.  There were many things that contributed to the Dust Bowl, and 
these contributing factors began many years prior to the 1930s’ disaster.  After 
World War I the American government encouraged farmers to plant, plant, plant. 
The development of more sophisticated equipment enabled farmers to plough 
huge tracts of land, formerly covered with healthy native grasses.  

Crops were not rotated.  Windbreaks were cut down.  As long as the rain fell 
and the crops grew, life was good.  Surplus foods caused prices to drop, causing 
farmers to stress over loans, which forced them to tear up more native grass-
lands.  Forth they went, despite warnings from Native Americans and ranchers 
who understood the nuances of the snake swallowing its tail.  Then in the 1930’s 
the work was groaning under the Great Depression. Drought came and there 
was nothing left to hold the soil in place.  Between 1932 and 1937 there were no 
less that 186 dust storms.  Giant winds simply came along and lifted thousands 
of tons of precious topsoil, swirled it around in so-called ‘black blizzards’, and 
dumped it elsewhere.  One storm moved 6000 tons of dust in one go.  Top soil 
was moved thousands of kilometres across the county, in all 850 million tons. 
Two and a half million people relocated, and many died of lung disorders. Areas 
affected were Kansa, Oklahoma, Texas, Cleveland, Ohio, Chicago, Illinois, Colora-
do and New Mexico. We are so conditioned somehow to expect African countries 
to be the ones hit by famine. But this was America! 

The media wasn’t as sophisticated then as it is today, but images of the dustbowl 
and the subsequent destruction did get out. Were there lessons learned?  The 
answer is yes, lessons were learned. Better farming practices were put in place, 
famers were given financial aid to replant native species, and when the next 
drought arrived a second dust bowl was prevented. Yet as I write the Chinese 
are making inroads into many countries in Africa, tearing up vast tracts of na-
tive forest and grasslands all over the continent, and planting rice. The African 
countries, for the most part, are grateful to have them, as this is providing jobs 
and much needed instant cash.  Yet long term we wonder what will happen on 
a continent so ravaged by external abuse over the centuries, and certainly not 
equipped for rice plantations. 

Could a dust bowl occur in a back garden?  The answer is a resounding yes, and 
this is what happened in my vegetable patch. My poor little carrots, try as they 
might, could not force their way deeper into that compacted earth more than 
two centimetres. And this is happening in back gardens and farm lands every-
where.  What people do not realize is that the entire planet relies entirely on 
healthy top soil, and I wonder just how much healthy topsoil is left. 
“We’re all going to die!” I hear you exclaim.
Well, yes we are all going to die, and we are going to pay tax too. But we won’t 
die just yet, and there is hope; lots of hope actually. And this hope lies in earth-
worms. 

3. The Red Wrigglers

“Earthworms!” you squeal in disgust, “Those slimy, wriggly things that Tom uses 
for fishing bait. Yuck!”
“Yes,” I say, “Exactly those.”

Those red wriggly worms are, funnily enough, called Red Wrigglers. Their sci-
entific name is Eisena Foetida and luckily for us this is immaterial to everyone 
except scientists, as I certainly cannot pronounce it and neither can the earth-
worms.  A fairly unknown fact is that Charles Darwin loved earthworms. He 
took an entire year off from whatever it was that he was doing at the time and 
devoted himself to the study of earthworms, and he wrote a book on the sub-
ject: “The Formation of Vegetable Mould, Through the Action of Worms, with 
Observations on Their Habits” in 1881, and it is a delightful read if just for the 
language. In it he says that earthworms are more powerful that elephants and 
more profitable than cows. He even went so far as to examine whether there is 
intelligence in earthworms. His study included, besides earthworm intelligence, 
the amount of topsoil generated in a given field in England over a certain mea-
sure of time. He was able to measure the findings not in millimetres or centime-
tres, but in tonnage.  

Is this not an ah-hah moment for you? If not then I am glad that you are reading 
this story and I hope that you enjoy the pictures and have a nice day. It certainly 
was an ah-hah moment for me. How can earthworms generate topsoil, and so 
much?  Incidentally Dr Jane Goodall, the chimpanzee expert, environmentalist 
and anthropologist (my hero), in a lecture I attended, spoke of how her mother 
found her at age three sleeping in her bed with a handful of earthworms that 
she had been studying prior to her bedtime.  

How it works is so simple, it’s almost shocking. The earthworm is the only or-
ganism that eats rubbish and excretes gold, and this gold is referred to as worm 
castings. There is something in the mechanics of the earthworms’ gut that 
converts what it eats into magnificent compost, and this is exactly the topsoil 
that the planet is craving.  They destroy pathogens and are happy to eat them, 
so much so that they were responsible for much of the clean-up of radiation in 
Chernobyl. Their castings (poo) contain wonderful plant food such as nitrogen, 
potassium, phosphate, calcium and magnesium. Their micro-organisms ensure 
that your soil is alive and fertile, and therefore ensures no encroachment of 
deserts and approaching camel trains. Plants fed with worm castings are bet-
ter equipped to resist diseases so chemical pesticides are not needed. The Red 
Wriggler is not indigenous to South Africa and is in fact an invasive species. 

However, it is a very welcome invasive species, unlike so many others that simply 
deplete and destroy native species in their wake – like rice perhaps. Thankfully 
this species has beneficial effects. Unlike the brown earthworms, which climb 
onto our pavement when it rains, the red earthworms eat only decomposing 
matter, and they consume the equivalent of their own body mass every 24 hours, 
thus also excreting the equivalent castings as well. They are therefore very 
useful in compost heaps for processing compost efficiently and fast, and many 
people are turning to worm bins as well.  “Why Red Wrigglers in my compost 
heap?” I hear you ask, “I’ve had perfect compost from there for years.” Sure 
yes, so have I, or at least after I realized that I needed compost subsequent to 
the disastrous carrot episode. Adding Red Wrigglers to a static compost heap 
hastens the composting process and also assists in the regulating of Ph which is 
what you want. 

What about worm bins? This is a way that the composting process can be con-
tained and controlled more easily than in a compost heap.  Bins are made com-
mercially now but homemade bins work just as well.  Have a look at the various 
bins that I have included later on. 

The principle of worm bins is that earthworms eat upwards. Place kitchen waste 
on top of the worms and they munch their way through it from bottom to top, 
leaving perfect compost behind. The Ph of what they leave behind is Ph balanced 
to seven, which is completely neutral. It cannot burn your garden even if it tried. 
Most worm bins have a system of trays. Each tray, which is about one foot deep, 
has small holes drilled into its base. The bottom tray will have no holes, but it 
will have a tap. Earthworms do not live in the bottom tray; rather all moisture 
runs through the trays above and collects in the bottom tray. This is called either 
worm tea or worm wee, but it neither is neither tea nor wee. (Earthworms are 
physically unable to wee since they have neither a bladder nor a urethra – a phe-
nomenon they share, interestingly, with birds.) The resulting liquid is more of an 
infusion if you really want to define it, and it is water that has drained through 
the compost that the earthworms have generated and waits in the bottom tray 
for you to tap it when you need it. It’s liquid compost, and very different to the 
liquid manure that my mother used to put on our garden when I was a child, 
which was liquidized chicken manure by all accounts. I cannot remember if it did 
any good to the garden but it stank out the place and pissed off the neighbours. 

Worm tea can be used diluted ten parts water to one part tea, or used neat, 
poured directly into the ground under plants or sprayed over beds. It is ex-
tremely good for feeding little seedlings. Some people are so enamoured with 
the effects of this that they drink it themselves. (Wasn’t there a pope once who 
credited his good health for the fact that he religiously (ha ha) drank his first 
morning wee every day?) I have never gone as far as drinking worm tea, or my 
own wee for that matter, although if I did I am sure that it would taste like warm 
beer. I did however, put it in my dog’s water bowl for a week. It’s good for dogs 
with tummy problems I am told and my Alice is constantly at the vet with the 
runs. The dogs were not impressed however, and turned to drinking water from 
the bird bath until I gave up and returned to fresh water. I suppose they are 
right – why should I expect them to drink worm tea when I won’t? Then again 
I don’t eat the kinds of things that they pick up in park or the place behind the 
rose bush where the cat goes for privacy when she thinks nobody’s watching.

But back to the worm bins. As the worms are fed from the top and then eat up-
wards, eventually the bin will be full of compost. An empty bin is placed on top 
of the full bin, and the worms climb through the holes into their new home. In 
the best of all possible worlds all the worms should move home to the new bin 
and the old bin can be shifted out and the compost used in the garden. I say “in 
the best of all possible worlds” because there are always many worms that are 
slow on the uptake and don’t realize that a new condominium has been provided 
for them. Either that or they prefer not to move from their comfort zone. This 
means that if the compost is put directly onto beds with some worms still in it 
the worms will die.  Remember that Red Wrigglers eat only decomposing mat-
ter and cannot survive in soil. You might not mind the sacrifice of a few worms 
but I think it’s a big waste especially since I become terribly attached to the little 
things. If it wasn’t for the fact that there are literally thousands of them I would 
give them all names and this is a very dangerous thing to do, since if you name 
something you have to love it.

I know all about this because once there was a little mouse who took up resi-
dence in the warming drawer of our stove. When we discovered the source of 
the smell we were horrified and called in a man-person to deal with the mouse. 
Why women think that men are better emotionally equipped to kill small de-
fenceless furry creatures is beyond me. Neil arrived and we made him a cup of 
tea to distract him, and while he was sipping away we unearthed the mouse who 
obliged by running across the floor and hiding behind the cupboard.

Introduction

“Vermiculture” is a very sophisticated term for a practice that is fun, rewarding 
and great for the environment.  In fact it is vital for the environment and could 
potentially save the planet if everyone embraced this practice as they should.  
It refers to the farming of earthworms for the generation of nutrient rich fertil-
izers and top soils, and can be done on a large scale, in a back yard or even in 
a kitchen.  The following pages provide an insight into the exciting world of the 
earthworm, giving guidelines on how to keep them, where to keep them, what 
to feed them and what to do with what they produce.  The no-till method of 
gardening is also outlined.  Drawings of worm bins and useful contacts are pro-
vided should you wish to purchase a custom made worm bin.  If you put all the 
suggestions presented here into practice your carbon footprint will be reduced 
dramatically while you have lots of fun at the same time.

1. George

I once had an orange cat called George.  He was the sweetest cat, despite be-
ing somewhat effeminate.  This, however, was conceivably why he was sweet.  
I found him in a local park with his five siblings where he had been dumped.  
There they were, all in a row, sitting mewing on a log.  It took my dog Danny 
and I about half an hour to round them up and stuff them in my jersey and by 
the time that we got home Danny was convinced that they were dead.  They 
were not however, but had fallen asleep in a warm bundle of kittyness.
We kept George because he was ill and one of his sisters because she had so 
much character.  Unfortunately George was not to be with us long, as so often 
happens with the sweet and pretty among us, as he was hit by a car.  There he 
lay in the road while I was rushing not to be late for work for once.  He looked 
like he was sleeping.  I left my distraught loved one, who was a first year medi-
cal student, trying to revive George with pulmonary-cardiac resuscitation (or is 
it cardiac-pulmonary resuscitation?), using mouth to snout methods I had never 
seen before.  And I was late for work.

When I returned home I found that the loved one had failed to revive the cat 
and had emptied the contents of the liquor cupboard into her stomach.  George 
was rapidly succumbing to rigor mortis on the dining room table.  The next day it 
became clear that we could not continue to have a dead cat lying around about 
the house indefinitely.  I was all for referring to “101 Things to do with a Dead 
Cat” but my girl friend thought this was tasteless.  We were going to have to 
bury George.

Since we were in a state of mourning we had many visitors that morning – 
friends who came to offer condolences. Of course it turned into a noisy braai, 
which is what happens when you put a bunch of lesbians into a garden on a 
sunny day.  So I had many volunteers that I was able to force into assisting with 
the grave digging.  Since the garden was small and mostly paved George was 
allocated a cat-sized spot in the vegetable patch.  Imagine my surprise when try 
as we might, we could not dig a hole big enough for him. George might have 
been a big boy fluffy moffie cat but he wasn’t that big for goodness sake!  We 
scraped and dug, sweated and drank beer.  Finally three hours later we had a 
hole vaguely big enough to conduct a burial. 

And you thought this was a book on earthworms.  “Why,” I hear you ask “am I 
reading about a dead cat?”  Patience dear reader, I will get to the earthworms 
I promise.  My question as I sweated and strained to break the soil in the veg-
etable patch, was why the earth was so solid and difficult to work?  I’d planted 
vegetables there for years and had never had any trouble.  The answer came 
three years later. 

I decided to plant carrots.  I planted seeds and soon the little seedlings began to 
pop up out of the brown soil.  Carefully I dug the soil around them, making sure 
that I did not disturb them in any way.  Meticulously I removed weeds and all 
sundry leaves and other bits of organic waste that got in their way and made the 
garden look untidy.  I watered regularly and the carrots thrived.  Their tops were 
enormous and towered above the cauliflowers, and when their orange bits began 
to pop out of the ground, which is an indication that they are getting ready to be 
pulled, I was thrilled.  The carrots were eight centimetres wide and should then 
by extension have been at least forty centimetres long.  Imagine my horror when 
I pulled them to find that they were indeed eight centimetres wide but all about 
only two centimetres long?  

This is very like what happens when you a gorgeous guy asks you out on a date.  
He is built like a rugby player; beefy muscles bulging out from everywhere.  You 



temperature comes loss of moisture; when rain or watering comes the soil is so 
lose that there is too much space between the particles.  It clogs and becomes 
muddy.  You miss your family, but you also know that your days are numbered 
too.

Why do we turn our flower beds?  I have no idea.  If we do not do it, however, 
we become upset.  Nicely turned beds with lovely dark brown soil looks better 
than a messy bed covered over with old leaves and bits of bark; it also shows 
the world in general that you have been working in your garden.  Well, we have 
to stop, right now. Yes our beds are going to take some adjustment, but it is 
us that will have to make the bigger adjustment.  But do not despair, help is at 
hand, and this is in the form of mulch.  This is not a new type of breakfast ce-
real; it is vegetable waste.  This doesn’t mean left over broccoli, but that can be 
used as mulch too if you like. 

This is how it works.  Mulch occurs naturally in the wild.  It comprises of fallen 
leaves and dead flowers; any dead plant matter that used to be alive but now 
lies on the ground.  In the natural world this plant matter will lie on the ground, 
become moist with rain and begin to decompose and become home to the Red 
Wrigglers.  Thus begins the cycle of rejuvenation that the process of composting 
and processing by earthworms occurs.  The result is healthy, nutrient-rich soil 
that is continually being fed by a cyclical process which includes the co-work of 
earthworms, water and rotting vegetation.  It brings back all the nutrients that 
have been taken up by the living plants. So why would we want to dig all of this 
up and destroy the most astonishing process of regeneration?  And you know 
those pesky weeds; the ones that grow up stronger and more resilient than the 
rest of your garden? Pull them out, by all means, but instead of tossing them 
into a landfill just dump them on top of the flower bed or vegetable patch in-
stead.  They make great mulch.  And the reason that they are strong and resil-
ient is because they have taken up nutrients from the soil and by using them as 
mulch you are returning these nutrients back into the soil instead of losing them. 

And it works! Remember the piece of land that I wanted to turn into a rabbit 
farm? Well eventually I turned it into a giant garlic patch.  And I mean giant! The 
patch was giant and so was the garlic.  Garlic is a wonderful crop.  If you break 
it up into individual cloves, plant each clove, you get crops that exponentially ex-
pand over the years.  By the time I had planted my crop I had dollar signs flash-
ing across my retina when I slept.  The soil was virgin so it had not been worked 
before.  We dug furrows in the veld and planted the cloves about a half a meter 
from each other.  Then we covered them up with mulch, which was mostly straw 
and veld grasses.  Each row of garlic was raised between furrows by the mulch 
so drainage was secured.  When the cloves germinated we buried approximately 
three hundred two litre plastic coke bottles in between the plants.  These bottles 
all had had tiny holes drilled into them in a spiral down the base.  Instead of 
watering them on top of the mulch the bottles were filled and the caps replaced. 
This ensured that the water went straight to where it was needed and there was 
absolutely no run off and very little lost to evaporation.
 
The garlic crop was magnificent.  Almost a ton was produced.  Unfortunately I 
struggled to sell it because unbeknown to me, a city-slicker pretending to be a 
farmer, there had been a flood of the giant garlic on the market over the previ-
ous two years.  This was because of a disease that had hit all garlic a few years 
ago and had wiped out pretty much all crops except the giant variety.  Since the 
giant is so resilient it survived the disease and it was this resilience that made 
me chose to plant it in the first place.  Hence the surplus on the market.  Luckily 
for me I was not financially dependent on the sale of my crop as the farmers in 
America were in the 1930’s.  I was able to sell most of my garlic to restaurants 
and village markets, and the rest I gave away or traded.  This exercise taught 
me a lot.  It taught me the basics of the no-till and mulch method and also that 
if you want to plant on a large scale you need to do your homework properly. 

5. Conclusion

There is rather a lot of behaviour adjustment that needs to happen here. Mostly 
it is just an adjustment of attitude. It doesn’t take much to organize a tub in 
the kitchen where your family tosses all kitchen waste into rather than the dust 
bin. A bit of training and they will soon learn what can go into the worm bin 
and what can go into the compost heap/pit. The biggest adjustment that needs 
to be made is to take on the no-till method. This is certainly the first time that 
you have ever been told to stop working so hard, I bet. Our Calvinist upbring-
ing dictates otherwise. Is it not astonishing that in order to get our soils back on 
track and healthy enough to grow food without depleting them or without put-
ting chemicals into them, all we have to do is sit back, relax and crack open a 
beer? Yes, our gardens are going to look different. No longer will there by nice 
looking (but nutrient-deficient) soil around our seedlings. Now there will be grass 
cuttings, leaves and perhaps the odd banana peel, plus earthworm castings from 
our bins and from the worms living in the mulch. Just keep in mind what is hap-
pening underground; all that work going on for you. You will have astonishingly 
healthy plants and vegetables; you will never open your bedroom curtains and 
face down tribes of marauding desert nomads; you will never struggle to dig a 
hole big enough to bury a dead cat.

Trouble shooting

• “I have other creatures living in my bin!” 

Remember that your bin is a living, breathing, self-regulating organism. Since 
nature relies in all her different components, your bin will attract other creepy 
crawlies, so don’t worry. There are however, some creepies that you do need to 
worry about.

• “I have ants all over my worms!”

Your bin is too acidic. To regulate the Ph add diatomaceous earth. There are a 
few ways to prevent the return of ants. Add a shallow dish with sugary water on 
top of the food and when the ants have been tempted into it remove the dish. 
Smearing Vaseline onto the base of the bin and adding fine sand will help too. Or 
you could add an ant moat to your bin with a little vinegar. 

• “I have rave beetles running around in my worm bin!”

Be scared, be very scared. These are recognizable by the fact that their wings 
are shorter than their bodies and are otherwise known as devil’s coachman 
beetle. Be very brave and don’t run screaming for the hills, but remove all the 
beetles and kill them immediately. These guys are nasty. They puncture the 
worms and sip their insides, so the worms suffer a horrible death. Because the 
beetles eat decaying matter they are attracted to compost heaps and worm bins. 
I have never seen a rave beetle and I hope I never do. 

• “My bin is stinky!”

You have fed them too much. Remove some of the food and allow the worms to 
work through what is left before feeding again. Take a look at what you are feed-

static pit/heap. This way you are not losing any of the nutrients that would oth-
erwise be lost if you sent it all to a land fill. 

You will soon get to know how much to feed the worms.  They are less active in 
winter so need less food.  (Unlike me, who needs more food in winter despite 
being less active.)  If the bin begins to smell then you are over-feeding; if it is 
obvious that the food is disappearing fast and the worms are chomping on the 
newspaper then they are not being fed enough. 

These earthworms are incredibly resilient, which is why this specific species was 
chosen for bin composting.  They can withstand astonishingly severe tempera-
tures, both hot and cold, but they absolutely have to be kept moist at all times. 
Exposure to sunlight will kill them sooner than later.  They are so dependent 
on water that they can survive in worm tea as long as it is oxygenated.  Worm 
bins can be kept pretty much anywhere, but in the direct sun is just stupid. 
The kitchen is the ideal place to keep them.  In this way you can monitor feed-
ing more closely and feed directly from the chopping board into the bin.  Often 
people recoil in horror at this, saying that they couldn’t cope with the smell, but 
if your bin smells then there is something wrong.  Worm bins don’t smell. Mostly 
people simply can’t cope with the thought of thousands of worms in their kitchen 
which is understandable.  I keep my worm bins in the back garden in the shade 
and the only reason they don’t live in the kitchen is because there is not enough 
space there. 

My friend Mike keeps his worms in a shed. He farms organic garlic, wheat and 
sheep in the Eastern Free State and his crops are all fed with worm castings. He 
hit upon an ah-hah moment of his own some years back, which was based on 
the fact that worms move away from the light.  He cleared his shed of all the 
paraphernalia that only farm sheds can accumulate.  Then he made rows of cow 
dung about a meter wide and the length of the shed.  The rows were covered 
with heavy duty plastic and worms were introduced.  Periodically he would fold 
the plastic open and expose one side of the mound while at the same time feed 
manure into the other side of the mound. This way the worms would move side-
ways towards their food, unlike in the bins where they move upwards, leaving 
their golden compost behind them.  The rows would then slowly move across 
the floor of the shed. Mike was so successful in this that he decided to have 
another ah-hah moment and expand his vermiculture concern outside, and this 
was based on the fact that Red Wrigglers live in mulch.  In a field adjacent to his 
shed he made more rows of cow dung and these he covered with a thick layer 
of straw (mulch).  The worms were very happy in this home and thus Mike was 
happy too. Unfortunately so were the hadidas [ibis].  It was as if he had built a 
hadeda restaurant especially for them.  They would make their way along the 
mulch, spiking down with their long beaks and snacking on earthworms.  Even-
tually Mike gave up and went back to the shed with his earthworms.  A good 
lesson learned.

 

Worms will breed to fit their space, so there will never be too many worms for 
your bin. This might be proof of their intelligence. Humans display such a deep 
lack of intelligence in this respect. We just breed and breed and breed and then 
destroy our host in an effort to survive. We are the planets’ worst virus. Worms 
are hermaphrodites which means that they are both male and female, and they 
therefore all lay eggs. Thank goodness humans are not hermaphrodites as we 
would all be dead by now of worse overpopulation than there already is. Adult 
Red Wrigglers grow to a length of about seven centimetres at most, and are a 
deep maroon colour. The babies are bright red when they hatch and their colour 
darkens as they grow older. Adults have a thickened area on their bodies about 
half a centimetre wide. This is referred to as the saddle and this is where their 
sex organs are. Adults worms fertilize each other’s cocoons and will produce a 
cocoon every seven to ten days. Each cocoon has about twenty babies and they 
hatch after three weeks. Their life expectancy is unknown.

Besides the conversion of waste into garden gold there is another really good 
reason to keep earthworms. Think about all the food that can be fed to the 
earthworms that I have mentioned. Add this to the garden waste and surplus 
kitchen waste that goes into a static compost heap. Suddenly all the wet waste 
that a household generates is no longer waste. If all this wet waste was not be-
ing recycled it would be tossed into a wheelie [garbage] bin, left outside on the 
pavement once a week where it would be miraculously whisked away. We all do 
not have to worry about where it goes as long as it is out of sight and therefore 
out of mind.  But actually we do need to worry, because “there be dragons”, and 
those dragons are beginning to affect everyone.  Yes, we need landfills because 
we will always generate waste, but 70 % of what goes into landfills can be 
recycled or re-used. To casually discard wet waste into a landfill, where it decom-
poses with all the rest of the rubbish, begins to smell, generates toxic gases and 
becomes a severe health hazard for the environment, when it can be recycled 
into the finest compost ever, and used for rejuvenate our poor depleted soils, is 
such sacrilege it makes me spit blood.  Chat to Google and see some pictures of 
landfills and you will spit blood too. 

“So what have vermiculture and desertification got to do with each other?” I 
hear you ask.
Here’s the answer and in case you missed it, this is an ah-hah moment that I 
hope is about to hit.  Once this perfect compost is integrated into a garden a 
miracle begins to happen. The perfectly PH balanced, living compost sits on 
top of the soil.  The brown earthworms that live underground pop up at night 
time, drop off a bit of soil from downstairs on top, and take some compost back 
home with them. In a perfectly balanced system, like Darwin’s English field for 
example, there is a layer of decomposing organic matter on top of the soil.  This 
is referred to as mulch and it is here that the Red Wrigglers live in the natural 
environment.  There is a constant exchange of food between the top layers and 
those underneath, all being looked after by earthworms.  What do we get if we 
combine great compost, aerated soil (worm burrows and lose compost being 
brought downstairs) plus water? We get good, strong, healthy, life-sustaining top 
soil. Ah-hah!  
Which brings me back to the instruction I issued some time ago about not turn-
ing the soil in beds.

4. The No-Till Method of Gardening 

Imagine that you are a happy little earthworm living in the soil with your family 
of about half a million.  You burrow about in the soil munching your way through 
it. In the evenings you venture to the top when it is nice and cool.  Here you 
deposit your castings, and you bring down some compost that has been sitting in 
the top and been worked through by your little red cousins.  Your home is cool, 
moist and easy to burrow through.

One day some genius comes along with a big garden fork and starts to dig over 
the soil.  One minute you are having quiet chat with your neighbour and the next 
minute you are being heaved out of the ground in a huge earthquake, and then 
thrust back underground.  Most of your family have been killed; your oxygenated 
burrows have been destroyed and suddenly your home is no longer made up of 
just soil. Suddenly you are living in mulch.  With the compost underground and 
not on the top, which has an insulating effect, the temperature rises; with rising 

“Oh look!” exclaimed Neil, “What a cute mouse! He looks like a Timothy.”
“Yes, he lives in the warming drawer, but please will you deal with him as he is 
stinky,” we explained. 
“What” said our hero, “You can’t possibly kill something once you’ve named it!”
“But you named it!”
Timothy Mouse stayed in the warming drawer until we all moved out and we 
simply took turns in cleaning out his home. Neil drank all our tea and finally 
emigrated. 

But back to the worms. Where were we?

Oh yes. So if you do not want to lose some worms in the transport of compost 
to garden, you have to sift through the compost first. This is rather a labour-
intensive activity I am afraid, but it isn’t rocket science. Earthworms have to 
absolutely remain moist and will die if they are exposed too long to open air and/
or sunlight. Their dire heliophobia (fear of sunlight) forces them to move into the 
shade. I usually place a pile of compost onto a tray, pour myself a beer, place 
the tray in the sun, and wait for the worms to move into the middle of the pile. 
Slowly removing the compost as they vacate it I eventually end up with a hand-
ful of worms which I put back into the bin. It is also important to remove any 
pods at this time as well. These are their eggs, and they look like little golden 
balls the size of a pin head. They are a beautiful colour and are unmistakable. 
Pods that are hatched are a dull yellow. Each pod produces up to 20 babies and 
it is difficult to find these tiny ones in the compost while harvesting. Never mind, 
I tell myself, if I worry about everyone I missed I would end up spiralling into 
depression, and at least they don’t have names. 

The compost is so good for soil that only a teaspoon per plant is needed. It 
can simply be placed around the base of the plants or sprinkled evenly over the 
beds. It does not need to be dug over. In fact it should not be dug over. Actu-
ally, never dig compost into beds! Ever! This will be another ah-hah moment for 
you later on in this riveting publication. Hopefully. Never let your harvested worm 
castings dry out, since this is a living compost and everything will die if it dries 
up. 

So let’s talk about what to feed your earthworms. I know that I said that they 
eat decomposing vegetable matter but this is not strictly true. They in fact eat 
the microscopic bacterium that goes into the processes of breaking down the 
matter. The best food for your worms that will provide the best castings for your 
garden is manure, and the best manure is rabbit manure. This led me a number 
of years ago to draw up what I thought was a fault-free business plan for a piece 
of land I own in the Free State. Keep rabbits and earthworms; feed the rabbit 
poo to the earthworms; feed the earthworm poo to the vegetables; grow veg-
etables that have a by-product, for example carrots that have a carrot top; feed 
the carrot tops to the rabbits. The only challenge was that rabbits breed like, 
umm, rabbits, so what to do with lots of rabbits? Open a bunny park of sorts, I 
thought. Put a sign on the highway running past the village: “Tea garden; come 
a stroke a bunny.” I could slip a beer or two to the parents via the back door 
if they wanted, and I could serve rabbit stew. This didn’t really appeal though. 
Then I hit upon a fabulous idea. Angora rabbits! Angora rabbit fur products, sold 
in a shop for huge dosh, serve tea and beer while parents shopped and kids 
played with cute bunnies. This would also generate jobs, feed employees blah 
blah yadda yadda – I was ecstatic!

But when I turned to my friend Google I discovered that there is no humane way 
to keep Angora rabbits. In order for their fur to be clean they are kept in shock-
ingly confine spaces and made to stand on wire mesh so that their urine does 
not ruin their fur. This mostly causes horrible infections in their feet. I could go 
on but I won’t – it’s just too awful. Suffice to say that when I went to Clocolan 
to visit a large scale Angora rabbit farm I was prevented from entering any of 
the barns where the animals are kept. “They are very sensitive,” said the farm-
er’s wife as she served coffee, “and get upset when too many people wander 
around.”
“Bullshit!” I said but she pretended not to hear. The coffee was crap too. So here 
is another instruction: don’t buy Angora rabbit products; they come to you in 
misery.
There went my rabbit-earthworm-vegetable-tea-garden idea. 

Where was I? Oh yes, earthworm feeding. Since they eat the microbes that are 
responsible for the breakdown of vegetable matter it makes sense to provide as 
much surface area on their food as possible, so the smaller the kitchen waste the 
better. Potato peelings, fruit peelings, tea bags, left overs are all good. Worms 
absolutely love coffee grinds and tea – just break open the tea bags so that 
they can get to the leaves. Don’t worry about the tags on tea bags or the bags 
themselves; these will be turned into compost too. They also love soft stuff like 
pawpaw and water melon. Red Wrigglers can be weaned off some food and onto 
others. At one stage I fed all my worms on nothing but cow manure, since this 
makes for great compost. If you chose to feed manure of any sort to worms al-
ways take care to let it stand for three days before feeding. Unless you are very 
sure about where your manure came from you should presume that the animal 
has been de-wormed. De-worming medications kill worms funnily enough, so 
… Since it became clear that finding cow dung in downtown Johannesburg was 
proving to be more of a challenge than I initially thought it would be, I weaned 
my worms onto kitchen waste, simply by slowly introducing the new food gradu-
ally. It is also possible to wean worms onto dog poo but a lot more difficult and 
time consuming. It is better to purchase worms already weaned onto dog poo 
from suppliers and these you can find with ol’ Google. 

Now for what they do not like. Meat products, left over bones etc, and dairy 
products take too long to break down, tend to smell when they decompose and 
also attract rodents. Too much citrus will disrupt the Ph balance and make the 
bin too acid. Garlic and onions in large quantities should also be avoided as these 
have anti-biotic qualities which destroy the microbes.  The same goes for spring 
onions and leeks for the same reason. You also don’t want thousands of worms 
with bad breath. Ha – fooled you. Earthworms don’t have lungs; they breathe 
through their skin. Earthworm bins are living, breathing organisms and the pro-
cess of composting is referred to as an aerobic process, which means it is always 
oxygenated. Dairy products tend to clog up and prevent free flow of oxygen. 
Chicken and pig manure are also a no-no for your bin as these contain too much 
ammonia. Stay away from lots of sawdust too as this contains too much carbon. 
The top of the food should be covered by a thick layer of newspaper and never 
be allowed to dry out. This protects the worms from sunlight and air. And believe 
it or not they absolutely love newspaper! So if you go away for a month, rest 
assured that if they run out of food they will happily eat newspaper.  They do not 
like magazines however, or the glossy inserts that adverts are printed on. In fact 
the ink and the stiff paper used for this is particularly bad for them. 

My worms prefer the Mail and Guardian, and once in a while the Sunday Times, 
and if you believe that you will believe anything. Never feed worms woody gar-
den waste as this simply takes too long to break down. This is why it is recom-
mended that two systems of composting be used, and these are the worm bin 
plus a traditional heap/pit composting system. Most households generate more 
kitchen waste than the average bin can deal with and secondly all the wet waste 
that cannot go into a bin (such as onions and tree branches) can go into the 

ing them too, as there may be something that is specifically causing the smell 
because it is taking too long to break down. Remember meat and dairy prod-
ucts are a no-no.  Also too much fruit can ferment and build up acid over time, 
although worms do thrive on fruit, especially soft fruits like banana, peach and 
melon. To lower Ph if it too alkaline add acid based material – peat moss, hard-
wood, some sawdust or coffee grinds. 

• “I have red mites in my bin!”

These are not creatures you want in your bin. They do not co-habit with worms. 
Place watermelon and their rinds on top of the food in your bin. The mites will 
flock to the melon and you can remove them all in one go. 

 “Rodents and hadidas are eating my worms”

Your bin should have a lid which prevents access to your worms. If you’ve made 
the bin yourself don’t forget about the lid. Also all aerating holes should be cov-
ered with mesh of some sort. If your compost heap is being visited by rodents or 
birds, then cover it with heavy duty black plastic. 

• “My worms are dead!

Oh dear! Something has gone terribly wrong in your bin. Unfortunately this does 
happen. Perhaps take some of the castings and the food that you have been giv-
ing them to a nursery and have it tested. It could have become severely acidic 
or alkaline for some reason. Discard the contents of the bin and start again. This 
happened to me once and I discarded the contents of the bin onto the compost 
heap. This had no ill effects on the compost itself and the dead worms were 
absorbed nicely. Be careful in doing this though – I took a chance and was lucky. 
Another reason that they could have died could be because they dried out and 
were exposed to sunlight. Remember to keep your bin moist at all times.

• “I’m going to visit Aunt Dora in England for six weeks! My worms will 
starve!”

No they won’t. These worms are astonishingly resilient and can survive for long 
periods without food. I gave a small worm bin to a friend of mine who put it in 
his garage and promptly forgot about it. Four months later he remembered and 
sheepishly asked me if I at least wanted the bin back, presuming that the worms 
would all be dead. Dead they were not. A little sluggish and bored from eating 
through the compost again and again, but very much alive they were. If you 
are going away though, make sure that your worms have a very thick layer of 
newspaper on top, which is thoroughly soaked, and ensure that the bin is in the 
shade. My friend’s worms survived because his bin was indoors. I took away his 
bin by the way, and suggested that he get a dog instead. Dogs have a habit of 
reminding you when they need to be fed.  

Here are two suggestions for home made bins you might like to try. 
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