The fresh greens should be applied in layers alternating with woody brown materials. The
activator should be sprinkled into the heap before the addition of each layer. (Pic 3)

Step 2 Selecting Suitable Materials
The materials that we use to make compost are essentially food for the organisms in the heap. These materials can be split into
2 categories – greens and browns. Green materials contain more nitrogen, whereas brown materials contain more carbon. The
organisms in the heap require both green and brown materials for nutrition and to do their work effectively. Suitable materials
are as follows:
Greens

Browns

Grass clippings (not from treated lawns)

Hedge Clippings

Fresh weeds

Straw

Fruit

Hay

Veg peelings

Dried out herbaceous cuttings

Manure

Hardwood cuttings

Fresh herbaceous cuttings

Bracken

Sappy fresh cuttings

Old compost or soil (substitute for other browns when
not available)

Coffee grinds, tea bags

Paper or cardboard used sparingly through the heap

The ratio of green to brown materials added to the bin is not critical as long as a quantity of each is included.
• NOTE - Don’t add cooked food, meat or fish as this will attract rodents.
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The layers should be no more than 10cm thick and should be tightly packed. Place handfuls
of material to form each layer, working from the edges of the heap towards the centre to
get an even build (Pic 4). A spade full of soil should be spread over the heap at the addition
of each layer to introduce beneficial microbes and organisms. Aim to build the heap within
4 weeks. The heap should get hot (up to 65 deg C) - always cover the compost with a heat
retaining cover (old carpet, hessian sack or like material) and rainproof cover (eg corrugated
roofing sheet) over the top of the enclosure or bin after each composting session. (If you
are using a plastic compost bin with its own lid then the insulation should sit on top of the
compost and the lid put in place. It can also be beneficial to insulate the sidewalls of the
bin – see useful tips further on)
Weeds should be placed in the middle of the layers where the heap is hottest –
this will kill off the seeds and root systems.

When the material in the bin is about 15cm from the top, add a 10cm layer of soil on top.
Ensure all covers are in place and leave for at least a month. The heap will reach its maximum
temperature of approx. 65 deg C which should last for at least 3 days - this will kill off seeds
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and roots of weeds. The heap will gradually cool down over a few weeks (depending on
weather and temperature etc.) After a month check the compost to see the progress. When the compost is ready it will smell
fresh and earthy and will be dark and friable. A spring heap is always the quickest and should be ready in 4 to 6 weeks. Summer
heaps are usually 8 to 10 weeks and autumn heaps can take 12 to 14 weeks. In winter the heap remains mainly dormant.

Step 3 Preparing the Materials
Failure with composting can happen for 2 main reasons – the materials are either too wet or too dry. Dry and woody materials,
such as straw, should be soaked overnight before adding to the heap or place them on a muddy path and allow to be trodden
until they are broken up and covered with mud. Wet materials should be left to dry in the sun for a day or so. Aim to get the
materials damp but not soaking wet. Kitchen waste usually contains lots of water (up to
90%) so this should be mixed with dry, woody materials (wood based cat litter or sawdust
can be added in the kitchen crock (Pic 1) – this will soak up excess moisture, add essential
carbon and break up the mushy texture to allow air in and so avoid anaerobic conditions
which can create bad smells, disease and greenhouse gases).
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Try to cut materials up small before adding them to the heap. Chop them up with a spade
in a builder’s trug or bucket (Pic 2). The smaller things are, the more easily and quickly they
will decompose.

Step 4 Building the Heap – The ‘Hot’ Method
The activator and accompanying method can be used with any type of compost bin so long
as it has good drainage (site on well drained soil or add a 10cm layer of gravel or rubble in
the base), good aeration (plenty of air gaps in the sides) and a lid or cover to provide shelter
from rain. It is important to retain heat within the compost by using old carpet, hessian
sacks or other form of insulation which should be used to cover the compost.
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It is essential to use fresh green materials in the heap as this is food for the bacteria which
will multiply rapidly and create substantial heat within the compost bin. Fresh weeds are
good as they contain vital minerals and nutrients - especially from your own garden as they
will automatically contain the right minerals that your garden lacks - this is nature’s way of
balancing things up. Encourage weeds to grow in your lawn (by raising the cutting height)
to make the compost more fertile and healthy.

Step 4 Building the Heap – The ‘Cold’ or ‘Open Heap’ Method
This can be used with any type of compost bin or enclosure so long as it has good drainage (site on well drained soil or add a
10cm layer of gravel or rubble in the base) and good aeration (plenty of air gaps in the sides of the bin).
Larger more open type bins, such as traditional wooden bins, can be left open to the elements. Plastic bins with lids can also be
used for this method. Please ensure steps 1 to 3 have been followed before proceeding as follows:
Adding materials to the heap can be carried out as and when they become available but adding large amounts of any one
material in one go should be avoided. If possible apply the materials in layers, alternating greens with brown materials. Fresh
weeds should be added where possible as they contain vital minerals and nutrients - especially from your own garden as they
will automatically contain the right minerals that your garden lacks - this is nature’s way of balancing things up. Remove all
seeds and roots on weeds as these won’t be destroyed in the heap and will end up back in your garden or pots.
For small additions of material do not apply activator but aim to apply a light sprinkling of activator for every 10cm (4”)
depth of material added to the bin, applying the activator before the material is added. It is also a good idea at this stage to
add a spade full of soil or old compost which should be spread over the pile to introduce the microbes and organisms that will
do the work of decomposition.
When the material is about 15cm from the top of the enclosure, add a 10cm (4”) layer of soil on top.
Cool methods, with no means of heat retention, take much longer to make compost than hot methods. 12 months to 2 years is
not uncommon in untreated heaps. A well-made, cold heap treated with QR should give good results in 3 to 6 months but is
dependant upon many variables including the season and weather.
Useful tips
• For smaller heaps/bins avoid wasting the activator by either: Making a smaller batch ie. use half a pint of rainwater to half
a teaspoon of activator. Smaller batches of fresh activator work better than larger amounts left to go off. Alternatively, surplus
activator can be employed in one of the ‘other uses’ detailed later in these instructions.
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An insulated ‘Dalek’ type compost bin

• If brown materials are not available then old compost or soil can be used as a substitute
to mix in or layer with the green materials.
• Use nettles to increase the heat in the heap – they contain lots of nitrogen and minerals.
• To make compost in winter, insulate the enclosure or bin. Bubble wrap or straw can be
applied to the outside of the bin. This should be held in place by binding it round with
cling film – black cling film is available on the internet. (Leave the hatch area of the
compost bin uncovered to allow access to the compost and provide a cooler zone for
maturing the compost.)
• During the build, some additional light compaction can be beneficial. The heap can be
lightly trodden – closing up some of the air gaps and allowing the action of the
activator to spread through the heap.
• To activate a heap that is quickly built to the ‘hot’ method, use a long crow bar or iron bar
to make vertical holes in the compost to within 10cm of the bottom of the heap. The holes
should be about 30cm apart. Pour 100ml of activator down each hole then fill the holes
with soil. Cover and leave as in layering method.

QR Herbal Compost Activator –
Instructions for Use
Thank you for purchasing QR herbal compost activator. You will be following in the footsteps of gardeners and farmers who
have used the ‘Quick Return’ method since the 1930’s. Very fertile compost can be made in as little as 4 weeks. No turning of the
heap is required and manure is not necessary.
QR composting is based on good practice. Adhering to the following instructions and method is crucial to making good compost.
QR is traditionally a ‘hot’ composting method (which requires a lid or cover on the compost bin) and will provide good results
quickly. It does require a fair degree of work but is worth every bit of the effort put in.
Left: Maye E. Bruce
and her railway
sleeper compost bins
circa 1946.

Other Uses
• To make leaf mould – use a separate bin or enclosure to make leaf mould as the process differs from a compost heap and is
mainly through fungal activity. Preferably use wetted leaves or allow them to soak for a few days. Dry leaves will not break
down. Apply a sprinkling of QR before the addition of batches of wet leaves to the bin or enclosure which is best kept open
to the elements. Excellent leaf mould can be made within 6 months.
• As an additive to septic tanks to prevent bad odour – place a teaspoon of activator down the toilet and flush away.
Repeat on a weekly basis.
• As a seed soak – soak seeds for half an hour in activator solution. Sow immediately. Improves germination speed and health
of plants. Note – does not work on peas, beans or cucurbit family.
• As a plant tonic – make up solution in the usual way. Dilute 2 teaspoons of the solution in a litre of rainwater. Apply twice
weekly to plants. This will encourage flowers and fruit development in most plants.
Useful Literature & Contact Details
Quick Return Compost Making – by Andrew E Davenport
Common Sense Compost Making– by Maye E Bruce
Compost Making – The Quick Return Method - by Maye E Bruce
All the above titles are available from:
Gardener’s Cottage Plants, Gardener’s Cottage, Bingfield,
Newcastle Upon Tyne, United Kingdom, NE19 2LE
Tel: 01434 672594
Email: andrew@gcplants.co.uk
website: www.gcplants.co.uk
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Below: The old gardener in the
instruction leaflets from the
early days of QR.

In more recent years, the QR method
has been adapted for ‘open’ or ‘cold’
heaps (not requiring a lid or cover
on the compost bin). This allows
a more relaxed approach which
requires less labour but it will
take considerably longer to make
compost.
‘Cold heaps’ usually take 1 to 2 years
to make compost. QR can reduce
this to 3 to 6 months.

An understanding of how compost works is helpful - it is the organisms in the heap that are the biggest consideration.
Look after their needs and they will produce fertile, healthy compost. In order to do their work they need:

COMPOSTABLE MATERIAL
AIR
MOISTURE
WARMTH
Reducing or eliminating any of these may give poor results. With favourable conditions in place, QR activator stimulates the
activity of the organisms enabling them to do their work more effectively and efficiently - making compost even more quickly.
The following steps will help you to provide these conditions, making the ideal habitat for the organisms and in turn making
good compost!
Steps 1 to 3 must be followed for both the ‘hot’ and ‘cold’ methods. Then for the ‘hot’ method follow step 4 on
page two. For the ‘cold’ or ‘open heap’ method follow step 4 on page 3.

Step 1 Preparing the Activator
Take one level teaspoon of the activator powder and add it to a pint (568ml) of rainwater or bottled spring water (use a glass
or plastic bottle with a screw on lid). Tap water should not be used since it will contain chemicals which will inhibit the action
of the activator. Shake the mixture and leave to stand overnight, after which a further shake of the mixture should produce a
light foam on the surface. This means your activator is ready to use - it should smell sweet. The activator solution should be
stored somewhere dark and cool and used within one month. If it smells sour then make a new batch of solution.
Please note that the application rate in the following method should be followed. Do not use smaller or larger amounts of
activator - this may make the activator less effective.
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