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focus on raised beds
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Raised beds boost
garden success

never, ever walk on that soil again,
and the tilth — texture — of the
soil will be light and porous, ideal
for plants. With each passing year,
you’ll be adding more and more
nutrients (in the form of compost)
and getting rid of more and more
weeds and rocks, so the soil will
continually improve.

Better growing conditions: In
raised beds, not only is the soil
better, but the overall growing
conditions are better. The
improvements you make to the soil,
plus the fact that the beds are
raised above the surrounding area,
means that the soil heats faster in
the spring and drains better year-
round. Of course, these two factors
mean that raised beds might not be
the best solution in the South with
its hot, drought-prone summers.

Better garden: You can plant
more intensively than in traditional
row gardening, increasing your
yields and productivity. As a side
benefit of the closer planting, the
plants themselves become a living
mulch, screening out weeds, so the
weeds that do grow are seen earlier
and removed more easily.

In addition, because you treat the
beds as beds and the paths as paths,
maintenance of each becomes self-
perpetuating: the beds, which you’re not
walking on at all, improve in tilth and
fertility with each year, and the paths
get more and more beaten down,
making them easier to walk on and
keep weed-free.

So what are raised beds,
anyway?

At their simplest, raised beds are just
piles of soil, usually 8-10", though some
are as low as 6" and others as high as 14".
The beds may or may not have edging
around them to hold the piles in place.
They come in a large variety of sizes and
shapes: the only requirement is that you
should be able to reach any spot in the
bed without stepping into it. Most of us
can reach no more than 2' comfortably, so
rectangular beds should be no more than

4' wide; less agile gardeners or those with
shorter arms should maintain a 3'
maximum. You can make rectangular
beds as long as you like, though generally
they shouldn’t be more than about 15'
long each; otherwise you’ll be tempted to
take shortcuts through the bed instead of
walking around the bed.

Although a rectangle is the most
common shape, you can make a raised
bed in whatever shape suits your yard and
your needs. Corn, for instance, will
pollinate better if it is grown in a 4' x 4'
square rather than an 8' x 2' rectangle,
although the areas of the two beds are the
same. If you have an unused corner, you
may want to try a triangular bed; or you
can get artistic with circles or curves for a
salad-and-herb garden near the kitchen.

As long as the size and shape combine
in such a way that you can reach any
spot in the bed from an adjacent path,
you can design your raised bed however

you like; just remember the “two-foot
reach” rule. Before you start building,
outline the shape of the bed you have in
mind. Use a garden hose to outline
circular or freeform shapes, or bamboo
stakes to outline straight-edged shapes
(you could make your raised bed a star!).
After you outline the shape, walk all the
way around the proposed bed and see if
you can comfortably reach every spot
inside your outline.

Almost as important as the beds
themselves are the paths around them.
Although it’s tempting to minimize path
space (and maximize bed space), it’s a bad
idea — paths need to be wide enough for
you to work in comfortably, without
backing into the bed behind you every
time you bend over or turn around. In
addition, you’ll need room to maneuver a
wheelbarrow or other equipment. Ideally,
the main paths will be 4' wide, but they
should be at least 3' wide. A shortcut from
Point A to Point B (for instance, to break
up long rectangular beds, as mentioned
above) should be 18-24" wide, since
plants may spill over into that space.

Build me up, buttercup
After outlining your new bed, it’s time

to start digging. For best results, dig

You need to be able to reach into your bed without
stepping in it. Try the H-shape of Member Sioux
Benson’s bed (above) or the simple rectangle built by
Member Nancy Schneider of Madera, California (left).

aised beds — planting beds that
are above the surface of the ground around

them — are often used in vegetable gardens,
but they can also add visual interest (and

improved soil) to ornamental gardens.

Raising your expectations
There are three ways that raised beds can improve

your garden:
Better soil: The fundamental idea behind raised

beds is to create spaces for growing — and for nothing
but growing. Once the beds have been built, you will

R

Raised beds range from the
tall planter-type vegetable
beds (left) to simple stacked
railroad ties for the flower
bed (above) in Garden
Solutions® Member Betty
Richardson’s side yard.

BY JUDY WEIGHTMAN
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Raised beds are also a blessing for
Club Member Caroline G. of
Bangor, Maine. “If you don’t use it
you lose it. I don’t plan on losing it,”
she says. By using raised beds,
Caroline can garden even if she
moves to a wheelchair or motorized cart (although she swears
she won’t!). As a rule, handicapped-accessible beds are typically
about 2' tall and 3' wide; because they are narrow, these beds are
easier to reach across without serious stretching. Your bed’s
length is a matter of your personal preference and the amount of
space available. Keep in mind, however, that extremely long beds
are hard to maneuver around, especially in a wheelchair. If you
do use a wheelchair to move about in the garden, it is a good
idea to install a compatible walkway. Concrete and stone are
both good, smooth materials on which wheelchairs can
maneuver easily. Be sure to cover any part of the garden pathway
that has a slope of more than eight degrees with non-slip mats.

Once you’ve got your garden set up for comfortable gardening,
don’t forget to take frequent breaks while you’re working and use
comfortable tools with long handles. Most importantly, ask for
help if you need it! Consider hiring someone for difficult
gardening tasks. Remember — a physical condition doesn’t
mean you have to sit out from the gardening game. Try a raised
bed and you’ll be able to step up to the bed and plant away! w

aised beds provide gardeners with better soil
conditions, better growing conditions, and better
gardens. The benefits don’t stop there, though. For

gardeners with limited mobility resulting from
arthritis or other conditions, raised beds can make gardening
a much more comfortable experience.

Just ask Garden Solutions® Member Pat O’Connor of East
Stroudsburg, Pennsylvania. “I refuse to allow my disability to
deter me from the joy of gardening,” she says. Pat has two
raised beds that are 3' high, 6' wide, and 12' long. One of the
beds is dedicated to strawberries, while the other is for
vegetables. Pat also has 10 plastic boxes, which she elevated to
comfortable tending and picking levels by placing them on old
tires. “Having my growing areas custom-built to my specific
height needs means no kneeling, squatting, or bending over
for long periods of time. I can sit on the edges of the raised
beds, and I use my garden stool to sit in front of the boxes.”

Tip: Though Pat used wood and
plastic in the construction of her beds,
consider using the interlocking stone
designed for building retaining walls;
these blocks are some of the easiest to
cap with a layer of stone you can sit on.

down about 8-10",
removing all the
dirt and piling it in
the path next to
the bed. Do this a
section at a time,
moving backwards,
so you’re walking
as little as possible
on areas that
you’ve dug. Let the
dirt dry out in the
sun for a couple of
days — this will
make it easier to
remove rocks and other debris as you
shovel it back into the bed.

When you’re ready to start refilling the
bed, use a pitchfork in the bottom of the
hole you’ve dug to loosen the soil or at
least poke holes in it. Then mix the soil
that you’ve removed with an equal
amount of compost or well-rotted
manure, and fork it back into the hole.
Because you’re putting back twice as
much material as you took out, this is

where the
“raising” of the
bed comes in;
you’ll keep
shoveling after
the hole is full to
create a mound. If
you’d like, you can
add even more
dirt by digging an
inch or two from
the top of the
area that will be
the path and
putting that into
the bed as well.

That’s all there
is to creating the
bed. Your only
other task is to
make sure that
your raised bed
stays raised. It
isn’t necessary to
put edging
around it, though
many people do.
If you decide not
to, make sure that
there is a sharp
division between

the edge of the bed and the path; dig a
shallow trench along that edge so
rainwater doesn’t run into the path.

There are three main kinds of edging:
lumber, cinder blocks or other prefab
materials, and rocks. Of the three, lumber
is the easiest to install, but it doesn’t last as
long as more durable materials. Use either
a rot-resistant wood like cedar or new
pressure-treated wood. (Note: No pressure-
treated wood sold in the U.S. since January 1,

2004 has any known toxic substance in it.)
One potential downside of using wood is
that slugs love hanging out in the moist
environment between the soil and the
wood. Battle the slimy pests by bolting
your boards together, rather than nailing
or screwing them. This way you can
dismantle them once or twice a summer,
kill any slugs you find, and let the lumber
dry out in the sun for a few days before
reassembling the edging. If slugs are a
problem, use a product like Escar-Go!®
Supreme™ from Gardens Alive!®, which
is made of natural ingredients so it can be
used around pets and wildlife.

Of the more permanent edging, cinder
blocks are easy to assemble into straight
edges. In addition, if you position them
with the holes pointing up, you can use
the holes for smaller plants. If you like the
permanence, but not the appearance, of
cinder blocks, you can use bricks.

The third common edging material is
rocks. Depending on the nature of your
property, you may have a nice supply of
these already — and the price (free!) is
right. Although fairly permanent and
durable, rocks tend to be less uniform,
making for a more rustic look — which
may, of course, be your preference.

If you constantly struggle
with poor soil, raised beds may be your
best answer. No matter what your native
soil is like, they allow you to start over
from scratch with clean, rich soil.
Raised beds can also offer solutions for
gardeners with limited mobility.

Easy to build and providing many
benefits, raised beds can help you take
your garden productivity to the next
level! w
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For an easy lumber edging, buy 2" x 12" pre-treated
boards. They’re sturdy and a good height for
managing drainage.

Use cinder blocks for straight edges (left) or rocks for a more natural look
(above), as Members Betty and Charlie Brunner did.

Pat’s combination of
elevated containers (below)
and lumber-and-concrete
raised beds (inset) allow
her to continue gardening
despite her disability.
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The wide paths in Caroline’s
garden help her easily navigate
around her beds, and will also
be able to accommodate a
wheelchair or cart in the future,
should that become necessary.

R
BY KAT SCHNEIDER
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In Praise of 
Raised Beds


